The theme of infidelity in Negro blues songs by Schoning, Fred
Masthead Logo
University of Nebraska at Omaha
DigitalCommons@UNO
Student Work
6-1-1966
The theme of infidelity in Negro blues songs
Fred Schoning
University of Nebraska at Omaha
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/studentwork
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by
DigitalCommons@UNO. It has been accepted for inclusion in Student
Work by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UNO. For
more information, please contact unodigitalcommons@unomaha.edu.
Footer Logo
Recommended Citation
Schoning, Fred, "The theme of infidelity in Negro blues songs" (1966). Student Work. 2841.
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/studentwork/2841
THE THEME OF INFIDELITX IN THE NEGRO BLUES SONGS
A Thesis
Presented to  the , r>\
Depai*traent o f English 
and the
Faculty o f the College 'of Graduate Studies 
University o f Omaha
In P artia l F ulfillm ent 
of the Requirements for  the Degree 
Master o f Arts
by
Fred Schoning 
June 1966
UMI Number: EP74370
All rights reserved
INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.
Dissertation Publishing
UMI EP74370
Published by ProQuest LLC (2015). Copyright in the Dissertation held by the Author.
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.
All rights reserved. This work is protected against 
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code
ProQuest LLC.
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 
P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, M M 8106-1346
Accepted for the facu lty  o f the College of Graduate Studies o f  
the University o f Omaha, in  partia l fu lfillm en t of the requirements 
for  the degree Master of A rts.
Chairman Department
Graduate Committee
Department
€ ? y
PREFACE
Sometime during the middle o f the la s t  century a number of American 
w riters became in terested  in  what was known as "local color" w riting, and 
attempts were made to  study, analyze, arid comprehend the various regions 
of the Americar landscape. Along with th is  came an increase in  the use 
of d ia lec ts , and writers attempted to  capture the essence o f a particular  
lo ca le  through the language of i t s  inhabitants. One of the most in te re st­
ing aspects of th is  movement was the increased concern with Negro l i f e ,  
habits, and language.
Among some of the more famous w riters, a. 1 of whom expressed a marked 
in terest in  Negro culture, were Joel Chandler Harris, Lafcadio Hearn, and 
Mark Twain. Since the creation of Uncle Tom by Harriet Beecher Stowe, and 
Jim by Mark Twain, American w riters have become increasingly aware of the  
separateness and uniqueness of Negro culture. Vachel Lindsay, William 
Carlos Williams, William Faulkner, Tennessee Williams, Edward Albee,
Kenneth Rexroth, and Jack Kerouac, certain ly  a varied and odd assortment, 
are only a few of the American w riters who were, and are, concerned with 
the portrayal of some aspect o f Negro l i f e .  This does not include, however, 
such Negro w riters as Ralph E llison , Langston Hughes, Richard Wright,
James Baldwin, and Leroi Jones, a l l  o f whom are equally concerned with the  
presentation of Negro culture. American writers have thus shown that the  
Negro i s  an important aspect o f American l i f e .
One of the surest ways to  understand the Negro i s  to  examine his own 
lite ra tu re , but i t  must be kept in  mind that writers such as James Baldwin 
are creating in  what i s  e sse n tia lly  a white idiom, for most Negroes in  the
fie ld , of litera tu re  have been influenced by white w riters. The only true  
American Negro litera tu re  i s  that which i s  created in  the folk  idiom# 
and perhaps one o f the most uniquely orig inal of the Negro fo lk  " l i t ­
eratures" i s  the blues song. The blues song, with i t s  simple stanza 
form, unabashed honesty, and str ik in g ly  orig inal use of language, de­
serves to  be as much a part of American litera tu re  as Joel Chandler 
H arris1 animal ta le s , James Russell Lowell's "Biglow Papers," S in cla ir  
Lewis' Main s tr e e t , or E. E. Cummings' use o f d ia lect in  verse. I t  i s  
true that the blues songs are often askew in  rhyme, contain rather t r i t e  
imagery, and are expressed in  uncouth terms, but they are nevertheless 
a strong and direct folk  verse which expresses a philosophy that i s  
indigenous to  one particular group o f Americans—the American Negro. The 
blues, song does not represent a pseudo-local color lite ra tu re , but rather 
a part o f our authentic folk lite ra tu re .
Whenever the prevalent theme of a certain group o f people i s  examined, 
one w ill  find  that discussion sometimes inevitably turns to  the soc io ­
lo g ic a l, as w ell as to  the lite r a r y . Indeed, i t  i s  hard to separate the 
two, esp ecia lly  when dealing with a minority group that i s  iso la ted  from 
the mainstream of American so c ie ty . This could be comparable to  an a t -  , 
tempt to  examine the themes in  John. Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath, but 
without regard for th e ir  soc io log ica l sign ifican ce. Thus, one w ill  find  
that th is  th e s is  contains much that inevitab ly , but not wrongly, f a l l s  
in to  the so c io lo g ica l. We have in  the blues songs o f in f id e lity  a so c ia l  
problem that i s  expressed through a form of folk litera tu re , although the 
Negro blues singeV would be the f i r s t  person to  deny that he i s  expressing 
any type of so c ia l complaint. I f  there i s  any underlying so c ia l commentary
I l l
in  the blues song, i t  i s  v ir tu a lly  unknown by most bluesmen, but i t  must 
nevertheless be examined. The best way to  examine the blues song i s  to  
consider i t s  merits as lite ra tu re , as has been done in  the "Introduction^'1 
and then to  analyze what i t  has to  say.
A b r ie f explanatory note i s  necessary in  order to  c la r ify  several 
points in  th is  study. F irst o f a l l ,  th is  study does not contain what 
could be considered as the "best" of the Negro blues songs. The songs 
were chosen because they were typ ica l and relevant to  the top ic, not be­
cause they were the b est. Neither, however, are any of the songs repre­
sentative o f the worst.
The date of a recording often has some sign ifican ce, but I  have not 
included th is  information because I  fe e l  that the theme of in f id e lity  
has remained re la tiv e ly  uninfluenced by the changing time, and thus, I  
f e l t  that including the recording dates would only be irrelevan t. Re­
cording locations, as in  the case o f the dates, were a lso  not included, 
and for much the same reasons. The recordings, for those who are in ter­
ested , range in  date from the early 1920's to  the middle 1960's, and 
generally speaking, were recorded in  such varied places as Houston,
Texas and New York City. The performers discussed are fa ir ly  w ell 
representative of the Negro blues singers in  general, and are not just 
ty p ica l of "South Side Chicago s ty le ,"  "M ississippi Delta sty le ,"  "Texas 
sty le ,"  or any other "style."  "Styles" are too often a figment o f the  
blues c o llec to r 's  imagination, most o f whom attempt to  put everything into  
a neat l i t t l e  category, and then deplore the singer's lack of "purity" 
when he f a i l s  to  f i t  a particular "style."
The names of the blues singers ai-e often colorful and eso ter ic . I
iv
have not included quotation marks around the various nicknames, bynames, 
and pseudonyms because, for  a l l  p ractica l purposes, the singers were 
often  not known by any other name. Many o f the names were chosen for  
reasons other than pu b licity . Most were chosen because they were apropos, 
^lind W illie  Johnson was ca lled  ”Blind” for the simple reason that he, in  
r e a lity , was b lind . Other singers chose names that would have some 
sign ifican ce to  th e ir  Negro audience. McKinley Morganfield, whose name 
sounds more lik e  that of an English nobleman, became Muddy Waters, a name 
with much meaning for those Negroes who came from the great M ississippi 
Delta region. Other singers were forced to  choose pseudonyms, which they 
were often unable to  get r id  o f, because o f the fact that they were under 
contract to  one recording company, and y e t, continued to  record for  
another,
*
There are several people I  would l ik e  to  thank for th e ir  more than 
able assistan ce. F irst, to  Dean Robert Harper o f the University of Omaha, 
for h is  help in  bringing th is  rather unwieldy material to  something of  
an organizable pattern. I  would a lso  l ik e  to  express my appreciation to  
Dean Harper for allowing me to  work on th is  somewhat unorthodox to p ic .
My appreciation i s  a lso  extended to  Mr. Norman Zinn, Foreign 
Language Co-ordinator of the Omaha Public Schools, for  h is assistance in  
helping to  decipher recordings that often  sounded more than incoherent.
A great deal o f gratitude, more than I  can express, should be ex­
tended to  my w ife, Susan, who bore the burden of lis ten in g  to  what must 
have seemed lik e  a countless number o f  recordings, but who always managed 
to  comment and a s s is t  whenever p ossib le .
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PART I* INTRODUCTION
The anonymous verse story handed down ora lly  has followed an 
almost continuous course throughout the h istory o f English literatu re*
The trad ition  of fo lk  poetry i s  evident as far back as Beowulf, from 
which i t  has continued, u n til reaching a refinement in  the pseudoZ-folk 
verse o f Robert Bums. The oral trad ition  o f fo lk  poetry lo s t  much o f  
i t s  v i ta l i ty  with the advent o f the in d u str ia l revolution o f the nine­
teenth century and the mass communication media of the tw entieth, a l ­
though one can always c ite  examples o f  the existence, in  some form, o f  
th is  trad ition  today. Oral fo lk  poetry, generally speaking, f e l l  in to  
the hands o f more l ite r a te  craftsmen, who then turned to  writing a rather 
polished pseudo-folk verse, which had many of the characteristics of  
authentic folk  poetry, but in  most cases lacked strength because o f  
an overabundance o f fin esse  and a complete lo s s  of a fee lin g  o f spon­
taneity* Robert Bums could be considered as the epitome of the 
"professional" fo lk  poet, and in many c ir c le s  i s  s t i l l  regarded as an 
authentic representative o f the true fo lk  tradition*
America, having a much larger land mass than Great Britain , and 
fa r  more room to  expand* continued the oral transmission o f verse in  
th e  folk idiom for a much longer time* This was due to  the simple fa ct  
th a t hidden pockets o f iso la tio n  were l e f t  behind as America spread 
westward, and folk  poetry continued to  be passed along through gener­
a tion s o f provincially oriented Americans. Most o f the oral poetry o f  
th e  American people, however, proves, upon close examination, to  be but
2an extension and revision  of English folk  v erse .1
By the middle o f the twentieth century, America was crisscrossed  
with the lin e s  o f mass media communication, and the oral fo lk  poetry 
bad begun to  pass from the scene, or to  become sty lized , formalized, 
and commercialized, although there were a number o f  examples to  the  
contrary.
The folk  trad ition  of oral poetry i s  mainly one of song, and 
instrumental accompaniment. English poetry, in  i t s  e a r lie s t  stages, 
was the work of the scop and gleeman. The scop " . . .  was the shaper 
or the maker of the verses—above a l l ,  the poet. The gleeman, on the 
other hand, was the harper who chanted what the scop had composed- 
above a l l ,  the singer or r e c ite r . Each, however, often combined the 
functions of both."
to
The trad ition  o f the fo lk  singer and rec iter  reached something o f  
a peak during the f ifte en th  century with the popular ballad . The 
popular ballad was an anonymous story handed down by oral transmission  
among the fo lk , and i s  usually  not given a date: when a date i s  shown,
i t  almost always ind icates when the ballad was written down, but not, 
.however, when i t  originated. Most scholars recognize the f ifte en th  
century as the period when the ballad received i t s  greatest impulse.
The ballad was fundamentally the song of the common people, and was 
developed a t the same time as the m etrical romance, which was b a sica lly  
the poetry of the upper c la sse s . The m etrical romance i s  a r is to cra tic
^Alan Lomax, The Folk Songs of North America in  the English 
Language (New York, 1960), p. x x i.
2M. H. Needleman and William O tis, An Outline-History of English 
Literature, I  (New York, 1959)# 6 .
3in  i t s  beginnings and sprawls in  a somewhat complex manner over a 
number o f adventures, while the ballad i s  humble in  orig in  and centers 
in  simple s ty le  over one particu lar s itu a tio n .3
The ballad became the core o f English fo lk  music. Simple in  form, 
the ballad  11 . . .  i s  generally developed by means o f dialogue and i s  
usually  focused upon one strik ing  episode; ea r lier  and la te r  events, 
i f  mentioned at a l l ,  are not treated  in  d e ta il, but are b r ie f ly  alluded  
to  and in many cases, delib erately  l e f t  unexplained."^
The ballads usually  dealt with themes that were common to  univer­
sa l fo lk  song, or with themes borrowed from romances. Many of the 
ballads to ld  of popular c la ss  heroes, and h is to r ica l, or sem ih istorica l, 
events. Most of the versions we have today have come to  us from the 
sixteen th  and seventeenth centuries, but there i s  l i t t l e  doubt that the  
ballad  thrived in  the la te  Middle Ages. I t  “i s  unfortunate, however, 
th at the ballad  in  i t s  e a r lie s t  stages, that of the purely oral l i t e r a ­
ture, was not l ik e ly  to  have been written down, and so has not survived  
/
in  i t 3  o r ig in a l forra.^
The ballad,; however, was not the only form o f folic poetry sung.
The carole, " . . .  a sp righ tly  ring dance, of French derivation, 
which the participants punctuated at in tervals with hand clapping or a 
vocal refrain,"^ was a lso  quite popular, as were the secular ly r ic s ,  
which usually  dealt with the subjects of drinking, begging, lov in g , and
^Ibld., p. 100.
**David M» Zesmer, Guide to  English Tdt.erat.ure from Beowulf through 
Chaucer and Medieval Drama (New York, 19^1)* p. 14?.
^David Daiches, A C ritica l History of English L iterature. I  (New . 
York, 1960), 85.
.^Zesmer, p. 139
the changing seasons.
The ly r ic s  and the ballads developed through a process of evolu­
tion* The or ig in a l composer o f a ballad  or ly r ic  was usually  never 
known, and as the fo lk  verse was passed from one singer to  another, the  
source of the poem became le s s  d is t in c t . David M. Zesmer, discussing the  
ballad , although h is words could apply to  the ly r ic  as w e ll, w rites:
How did the ballads originate? I t  was a t one time widely 
accepted and the theory s t i l l  has i t s  adherents, that ballads 
were composed communally; that they grew more or le s s  spon­
taneously out of some group experience and expressed emotions 
and a ttitu d es shared by the group. Most scholars now be­
l ie v e , however, that ballads—at le a s t  in  th e ir  in i t i a l  forms— 
were conceived and sung by individual poets, who remain 
anonymous. As the ballad  circu lated ora lly , other singers 
would vary both -words and music because of the u n r e lia b ility ' 
of th e ir  memories, the sp ecia l in terests  and demands of th e ir  
lo c a l communities, or, simply, th e ir  own creative impulses 
and a b i l i t i e s .  As a r e su lt , a given ballad  may appear in  
several forms a t d ifferen t times and places; and one version, 
whatever i t s  r e la tiv e  lite r a r y  m erit, i s  as "authentic11 as 
another.7 „
The trad ition  o f oral transmission, with changes in  the verses 
to  su it  the individual singer, has continued through the years, and i s  
s t i l l  to  be found in  a few iso la ted  areas o f England and America, a l -
V
though i t  has become more d if f ic u lt  for the fo lk lo r is t  to  loca te  
authentic m aterial in  th is  day o f mass media communication. I t  has 
only been in  recent years that attempts have been made to  preserve what 
s t i l l  e x is ts  o f the authentic fo lk  song tra d itio n s, as most e a r lie r  
scholars regarded ballads and ly r ic  fo lk  verse as w ritten poems, rather  
than oral transm issions.
Serious b a llad -co llectin g  was done as far  back as the eighteenth  
century, and such w ell known w riters as Thomas Percy, Robert Burns, and
7Ib id ., p. 149.
5S ir  Walter Scott participated , but i t  was not u n t il  the tw entieth century,
and the advent o f the phonograph, that authentic fo lk  songs could be
heard as w ell as read. David M. Zesmer has w ritten that only
in  the tw entieth century—thanks large ly  to the pioneer 
work o f Cecil Sharp, a trained m usician--did students begin  
to  r ea liz e  the importance o f the music and, consequently, 
sta r t an intense and system atic search for ballad  tunes.
These tunes are s t i l l  being recorded from the l ip s  o f  untrained 
singers liv in g  in  the backwoods o f the B r itish  I s le s  and 
America.®
The fo lk  song tra d itio n  in  America, e sp ec ia lly  along the A tlan tic  
seacoast and inward to  the Appalachian and Allegheny mountains, shows 
the strong influence of the English ballads and ly r ic s .  The subject 
matter i s  usually reworked to  conform to  an American se tt in g , but for  
the most part, the songs remain fa ir ly  close to  the or ig in a l English 
version s. American fo lk  poetry displays a great deal more in  the way 
o f  d iversity  than the English ballads and ly r ic s ,  but i t  must be remem­
bered th at America has had the advantage of a var ie ty  o f ethnic groups 
to  draw m aterial from. Regardless of the changes in  sp e c if ic  subject 
matter, the themes o f both English and American folic songs remain the  
same, for the ballads and ly r ic s  o f both are concerned with such to p ic s  
as humor, domestic tragedy, the supernatural, revenge, death, and lo v e . 
Love, however, i s  probably the most frequent theme found in  B r itish  and 
American folic songs.
Alan Lomax w rites:
Love, they say, means sorrow, in v ite s  betrayal, leads 
to  long separation and brings true lovers to  the grave.
This melancholy view of love probably came to  the West from 
the Orient, where a jealous and patriarchal fam ily system 
prevails; but in  a l l  Europe, notably in  B rita in , pagan
®Ibid., p. 148.
6notes o f joy sound in  the gloom. In English songs the  
maiden i s  vary p leasantly  seduced before she i s  betrayed.
In Scots songs she i s  very often  raped but, i f  she has 
pluck, she may win a f in e , noble husband. But our pioneer 
fo lk  censor struck these pleasurable r e a l i t ie s  from the 
songs, and, as far as p ossib le , from l i f e ,  leaving Amer­
icans the sad moral to  sing . . .
The grave w il l  decay you and turnI ou to  dust.
There's not one boy in  f i f t y  th a t  
a poor g ir l  can tru st  . . .
The f u l l  weight o f Puritanism did not f a l l  upon the 
Negroes, who came la rg e ly  from cultures which placed a 
high value on e ro tic  and aggressive behavior and which 
provided v iv id  o u tle ts  for them in  song, dance, and cere­
monial. As slaves and la te r , as second-class c it iz e n s  in  
the South, they were not expected to  conform r ig id ly  to  
the conventions that harassed the w hites. Even the country 
Baptist preacher looked on sex as one thing and sin  as 
another. At the fo lk  le v e l ,  e sp e c ia lly , the Negro escaped 
some o f the a n x ie tie s  and c o n flic ts  that plagued white 
Americans, and h is often  joyous, always sensuous music 
shows i t .  Not u n til  .he tw entieth century, when the group 
had thoroughly assim ilated  Western a sc e t ic  m orality and 
was beset by discrim ination and so c ia lid is lo c a tio n , did  
Negroes begin to  sing the 'care less  love* b lu e s .9
This rather lengthy quotation from Mr. Lomax, leading in to  the to p ic  
a t hand, i s  important for the in sig h t i t  g ives us in to  the a ttitu d e s  
and viewpoints o f the American Negro, and how,-his fee lin g s  are ex­
pressed in  h is  fo lk  poetry.
Negro folic music takes a number o f forms, among which are the  
s tr e e t  c r ie s , f i e ld  h o llars, work songs, c a lls ,  ring games, playparty 
songs, ballads, and m instral songs. I t  i s  the s p ir itu a ls , more than 
any other form o f  Negro fo lk  poetry, that have been given c lose  a tten ­
tio n  by scholars- However, one aspect o f Negro music, the b lues song, 
has been v ir tu a lly  ignored by the scholars of fo lk  poetry. Many volumes
^Lomax, pp. x v i i i - x ix .
7on American fo lk  music already e x is t ,  and one -will f in d  that much space 
i s  devoted to  the d ifferen t s ty le s  of the Negro songsters, but the  
blues songs, i f  mentioned a t  a l l ,  are usually  given a minor place in  
comparison to  the sp ir itu a ls . I t  i s  only in  the considerable number of  
books on jazz th at one' fin d s particu lar note taken o f the b lues songs, 
but here, the emphasis i s  prim arily on the music asp ect, rather than 
on the ly r ic s  o f the songs. With few exceptions, notably in  the books 
o f Harold Courlander, Paul O liver, and Samuel Charters, the poetry of 
the b lues songs i s  seldom discussed a t any length .
Before discussing the ly r ic s  o f the blues songs, i t  i s  necessary 
to  place the Negro b lu es, as far  as background and s ty le  are concerned, 
in to  the spectrum of fo lk  music. The b lues songs did not come in to  
public n otice  u n t il  some time a f te r  the end o f the F irst World War, but 
from 1917 on, " . . .  b lu es, near-blues, and»non-blues-called-blues 
penetrated our popular music through and through."1^  I t  i s  iro n ic , 
th a t with the popularity o f the blues, the authentic b lues singers were 
so l i t t l e  known to  the general public, although some, such as B essie
j
Smith, were widely known among Negro audiences. The general public, 
however, accepted as blues singers certain public enterta iners, who in  
r e a lity  had very l i t t l e  knowledge of what constitu ted  a b lues song. The 
same problem was found in  the re la ted  f ie ld  of jazz, where Al Jolson  
became known, through the t i t l e  o f a motion picture, as "The Jazz 
Singer , n and Bessie Smith, ir o n ic a lly , had become an almost hopeless 
a lc o h o lic , v ir tu a lly  unknown by the general white public.
^M arshall Stearns, The Story of Jazz (New York, 1956), p. 99 •
8'‘Harmonically," w rites Barry Ulanov, "the blues follow s a simple
chord pattern, that o f most Western fo lk  m usic.11 ^  Marshall Stearns
agrees by sta tin g  that the b lues harmony i s  " . . . c learly  derived
from European music although colored by the blue to n a lity  o f  the cry."
This "cry," along with shouts, c a l ls  and responses, and work songs, i s
African, rather than European, in  o r ig in . Cries were simply
a form o f  se lf-exp ression , a vocalization  of some emotion.
A man working under the hot sun might give voice to  such 
a cry on impulse, d irecting i t  to  the world, or to  the 
f ie ld s  around him, or perhaps to  him self. I t  might be f i l l e d  
i with exuberance or melancholy. I t  might con sist o f a long 
"hoh-hoh," stretched out and embellished with in tr ic a te  orna­
mentation of a kind v ir tu a lly  impossible to  notate; or i t  
might be a phrase l ik e  "I'm hot and hungry," or simply "pick­
in ' cotton, yoh-yohl" Sometimes th is  elemental music, 
carried beyond a s in g le  l in e  or phrase, would take on the 
form of an elemental song.^3
The blues, sometime in  the la te  nineteenth century, evolved from th is
"elemental song," incorporating a lso  various*other in fluences, including
th e  sp ir itu a ls  and work songs.
Although a d iscussion of the blues 3cale, " . . .  which con sists
o f  the ordinary sca le  plus a fla tten ed  th ird  note and a fla tten ed
seventh n o te ," ^  would prove in terestin g  to  the music scholar, i t  would
be rather meaningless to  one who i s  in terested  in  the words of the blues
songs. I t  must be remembered that a l l  poetry i s  w ritten prim arily to
be heard, and in  the case o f fo lk  poetry, the words are sung and accom-
1 ^Barry Ulanov, A History of Jazz in  America (New York, 1952), 
p . 27.
l 2Stearns, p. 102.
13Harold Courlander, Negro Folk Music. U. S. A. (New York, 1963),
p . 81.
1ihJlanov, p . 27.
9panied by instruments, as w e ll. The blues songs, therefore, are meant 
to  be heard, and the music should, in  a c tu a llity , not appear "meaning­
l e s s ,  " although the student of litera tu re  does not necessarily  have to  
be w ell versed on the techn ical aspects o f the music.
Above a l l  other forms of music, fo lk  song i s  to  be heard 
rather than read. I t  scarcely e x is ts  in  a true sense in  
w it to n  musical notation though fo lk  songs have been noted 
and adapted by musicians and co llec to rs frequently enough.
There are no fundamental standards in  the manner of delivery, 
for th is  i s  e sse n tia lly  personal to  the folk  singer himself 
who i s  in  no way str iv in g  a fter  techn ical perfection and 
purity of tone. And of a l l  fo lk  forms the blues may w ell 
be sa id  to  be the one which most requires to  be heard. . . .
In view of the abundance of recordings, the paucity of  
published works on the subject of the blues i s  tru ly  sur­
prising, and i t  i s  probably true to  say that in  proportion 
to  the numbers of examples availab le to  the public no fo lk  
music has been so neglected and so l i t t l e  documented. I f  i t  
i s  true that the blues i s  to  be heard and not written i t  
i s  a lso  equally true that the blues eminently deserves to  
be w ritten a b o u t.^
The blues songs are a surprisingly late*development in  the h istory  
of folk  poetry. Most American-folk songs, as stated  e a r lier , had be­
come somewhat standardized, and as mass; media communication expanded, 
certain versions of fo lk  songs tended to  become the accepted ones, 
although strik ing exceptions could s t i l l  be found. The Negro blues 
songs were unique in  the sense that here was a fo lk  poetry which was 
a liv e  and evolving, and showed many s im ila r itie s  to  the English fo lk  
poetry genre.
The ly r ic s  of the blues songs were transm itted ora lly , and seemed 
to  be, a t le a s t  in  the beginning, the work of one man, usually anonymous, 
whose words were changed by the individual whims of other sin gers. The 
themes of the blues songs were e sse n tia lly  the same as those of the
^5paul O liver, Blues F e ll This Morning (New fork , I960), pp. 10-11.
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English fo lk  songs, for the Negro sang of lo'*e, death, the supernatural, 
domestic tragedy, revenge, and humor* How then, excluding the d if fe r ­
ences in  vocal and tonal q u a lit ie s , are the Negro b lues songs d ifferen t  
from the English fo lk  poetry?' This question brings us back to  the 
statement o f Mr. Lomax on the impact of Puritanism on American fo lk  
verse . Mr. Lomax wrote that the f u l l  woight of Puritanism did not f a l l  
upon the Negro u n til the Negro had assim ilated much of the American way 
of l i f e ,  and th is  included the fears of damnation induced by our New 
England ancestors. There was, however, one vast d ifferen ce. The Negro 
was almost to ta l ly  unimpressed by what Mr, Lomax ca lled  " . . .  our 
pioneer fo lk  censor," and i t  i s  here that one find s the e s s e n t ia l• 
difference between the Negro fo lk  song, and the fo lk  song of the Puritan- 
oriented white American, for the Negro blues song lacked the fee lin g  of 
suppressed emotion so inherent in  much of American fo lk  song.
Love, as in  almost a l l  fo lk  songs, i s  the universal theme of the 
b lu es, but " . . .  i t  i s  the pain rather than the promise of love that 
is . repeated over and over a g a i n . T h e  "love" found in  the blues songs, 
contends Samuel Charters, has " . • . l i t t l e  of the sentim entality of the  
' lo v e 1 that dominates American popular song." ^  The blues songs, Mr. 
Charters f e e ls ,  have " . . .  the strength of honesty, and, i f  there i s  
sometimes a lack of emotional subtlety there i s  in  the blues the ex­
pression of a love that i s  mature and in tensely  f e l t .  In the blues 
there i s  an acceptance of the r e a lity  of love, both physical and emo­
t io n a l ." ^
"^Samuel Charters, The Poetry of the Blues (New York, 1963)* P» ^3* 
l? Ib id ., p. 37-
18Ib id .
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I t  i s  the lack of hypocrisy that makes the b lues songs d ifferen t
from most popular American music, and the rather blunt acceptance of
what Mr. Lomax's "folk censor" would c a ll  "immorality," causes the
blues songs to  be unique in  the fo lk  song trad ition  o f America.
There i s  l i t t l e  concern with conventional morality in  the 
blues. The a ttitu d e toward marriage and f id e l i t y  i s  not 
hypocritical, as in  the popular song of the larger American 
so c iety . While the popular song remains in  i t s  adolescent 
dream of unending tremulous a ffec tio n , the b lues, with a 
complete frankness, accepts the r e a lity  of adultery and 
promiscuity with a resigned shrug. The honesty of the ex­
pression i s  so complete that i t  i s  f u t i le  to  argue with the 
moral value implied. In f id e lity  i s  a common experience; 
although th is  makes i t  no le s s  painful when i t  happens.
In f id e lity  i s  one of the most frequent top ics of the Negro "love"
b lu es, and one that must be examined thoroughly for  an understanding
o f the way of l i f e  o f a large portion of the American Negro population.
Promiscuity and in f id e lity  are a major part o f the blues songs,
A
and i t  i s  " . . . th is  open declaration of subjects that the conven­
t io n s  of p o lite  society  have decreed sh a ll be kept hidden from viewy"2® 
which has freed the Negro blues songs from " . . .  the fundamental 
Puritanical streak in  American l i f e ." 2V In many cases the blues songs 
were not unlike " . . .  the lu sty  bawdiness of an Elizabethan play­
wright."2  ^ The Negro, however, has a much stronger sense of the  
cruelty  of love, and the b lues are permeated with " . . .  a simple 
recognition of in f id e lity , murderous jealousy, heartbreak or the natural
19 lb id ., p. 62.
20oiiver, p. 111.
21Ibid.
22 ib id ., p. 122.
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and unashamed hunger of the human b o d y . " 2 ^
The Negro blues singer comes mainly from the lower economic 
groups, and generally speaking, has accepted few of the b e l ie f s  and 
morals held by the middle and upper c lass Negroes, the la t te r  o f whom 
were more c lo se ly  t ie d  to  the white tra d itio n s. Any examination of 
in f id e l i ty  as a theme in  the blues songs must emphasize that most of 
the blues ly r ic s  do not represent the a ttitu d es o f the Negro population 
as a whole, although they do express the hopes, asp irations, fea rs, 
anger, and despair o f most o f the lower c la ss .
I t  i s  not with the upper c la ss  Negro that one must be concerned 
in  a study of the blues song, for  the economically secure Negro repre­
sented, and s t i l l  represents, a minority compared to  the vast number in  
the lower brackets of the so c ia l and economic sca le . The r is in g  Negro 
middle c la s s , the most recent development in  the Negro climb to  equality , 
has tended to  re jec t the a ttitu d es of the blues singers, and to  take on 
a l l  the aspects of the upper c la ss  Negro, along with a sense of conven­
tio n a l white "morality."
In fid e lity  among Negroes has i t s  origins in  the days of s la v e iy , 
when marriage on the plantations was v ir tu a lly  unknown.
Most slave owners either did not care about the marital 
sta te  o f th e ir  slaves or were in terested  in seeing to  i t  that 
they did not form strong marital bonds. The slave owners who 
did not want some of th e ir  slaves to  marry were: those who
had Negro m istresses, those who bred mulattoes or strong 
slaves, arid those who did not want to  make i t  d if f ic u lt  when 
they sold  slaves individually  rather than in  family u n its .
The internal slave trade broke up many slave fam ilies— 
even those belonging to  masters who encouraged stab le mar­
23Rudi Blesh, Shining Trumpets: A History o f Jazz (New York, 1958),
p. 112.
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riages, when death or economic d isaster  occurred—and the 
threat of i t  hung over a l l  slave fa m ilie s . Certain cultural 
practices grew up in  slavery which reta in  th e ir  influences 
up to  the present day in  rural Southern areas; marriages 
sometimes occur by simple public declaration or with a cere­
mony conducted by a m inister but without a marriage lic e n se .
Coupled with th is  was the popular b e l ie f  that divorce could 
occur by public declaration or simply by crossing sta te  or 
county l in e s .2^
The slave s ta te s , a t the end of the C iv il War, leg a lized  a l l  ex istin g  
common-law relation sh ip s, and th is  tended to  put the weak family 
structure of the Negro on more so lid  foo tin g . "But the starting  
point," w rites Gunnar Myrdal, "was so low that Negroes never caught 
u p .,,25 The above factors, plus increased m obility due to  the lack of 
work, which caused migrations to  the North, led  to  " • • • increase in  
desertion , prostitu tion , and temporary marriage."2*’
In fid e lity , with i t s  roots in  the loose  sexual relationsh ip  forced  
on the Negro by white slave holders, had become a way of l i f e  among the 
lower c la ss  Negroes. Those liv in g  close by the plantations, and under 
the d irect influence o f the white fam ily, tended to  pick up the more 
conventional morals of the whites, but the f ie ld  workers, liv in g  as they  
did on the outskirts o f the plantations, were not particu larly concerned 
over proper morals. Living with a woman, without a leg a l marriage 
ceremony, became accepted as rather common among the Negro f ie ld  workers* 
and while the Negroes who liv e d  close to  a re lig io u s plantation owner
2^Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma (New York, 19^) I I  (rev. e d .v 
1962),  931.
25lb id .
^ Ib id .
1U-
sang the sp ir itu a ls) the f i e ld  Negro* l e f t  to  h is own devices* developed 
the blues songs*
Most Of the blues singers described situ ation s which arose from the  
rather tense common-law marriages, and i f  any of the songs referred to  
couples who were le g a lly  married, th is  fact was usually not dwelt upon 
a t any length . One must, therefore, assume that rao3t o f the songs 
dealt with a loose , or almost nonexistent, relation sh ip . The greater 
number of blues songs, in  fa c t , seem to  imply that marriage i s  something 
outside the normal I. realm of th in gs.
The fa ct that common-law marriages could be broken so e a s ily  led  
to  a situation  in  which the Negro had to  be constantly aware of domestic 
disruptions, and esp ec ia lly  those which arose from the interference of 
a th ird  party. Warnings and threats became common under such conditions, 
and in sane cases, resu lted  in  v io len ce. In fid e lity , therefore, was a 
situ a tion  which many Negroes had to  learn to  ex is t  w ith.
I t  must be remembered that warnings and threats of violence are not 
conmon to  a l l  Negroes, but are often , however, an in tegral part o f l i f e  
among large groups of economically deprived Negroes. This has led  to  
the misconception among whites that Negroes are born to  ways of v io len ce. 
A close, examination of the background of the Negro w il l  reveal that the  
violence i s  usually associated  with environment, and not as the r a c is ts  
would have us b e lieve , with heredity. According to  Gunnar Myrdal, 
crowded ghettoes, poverty, and weak family bonds have caused the Negro 
to  f ig h t for h is survival, and i t  i s  th is  f ig h t for survival that has 
le d  to  the higher Negro crime rate.^7
27 ib id ., pp. 966-979*
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Violence i s  found in  a number of works by Negro w riters, perhaps the 
most famous example being Richard Wright's Native Son. The threat o f  
vio lence, of coarse, i s  found in  the writings of white Americans a lso ,  
but the difference i s  usually that of degree and in te n sity . F. Scott 
F itzgerald 's The Great Gatsby. for  example, involves v io lence, but only 
as a shocking culmination to  the n o v e l . ^  The violence in  the F itzgerald  
work i s  a lie n  to  h is characters and th e ir  environment, but Bigger Thomas* 
Richard Wright's main character, seems to  accept rather s to ic a lly  every­
thing that happens to  him a fter  he i s  apprehended for murder.
I t  i s  in terestin g  to  compare a novel written in  the tw enties by 
a Negro, Claude McKay, and F itzgerald 's novel on the career o f Jay 
Gatsby. Home to  Harlem by Claude McKay i s  f i l l e d  with a stream of con­
tinuous vio lence, and a sexual freedom that i s  never suppressed or hidden. 
I t  i s  sexual in f id e lity ,  and i t s  aftermath, that erupts in  F itzgera ld 's  
novel and climaxes the story of h is characters, but in  McKay's book 
sexual in f id e lity  seems to  be commonplace, and the violence that follow s 
appears to  be a normal part of the character's/ l i v e s .3° Violence gives  
McKay's book a rambling q u ality  in  which there seems to  be no structural 
peaks, but only & se t of sh iftin g  a llia n ces between the participants.
The reasons for violence among lower c la ss Negroes are many, ana 
one of the ch ief among these i s  the lack of concern for crimes among 
Negroes on the part o f law enforcement o f f ic ia ls .  This i s  e sp ec ia lly
^Richard Wright, Native Son (New York, 19^) •
*-9f . Scott F itzgerald , The Great Gatsby (New York, 1925)*
30Claude McKay, Home to  Harlem (New York, 1925)*
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tx*ue In the South. The whites of the Southern plantations were generally  
unconcerned about violence among Negroes, unless the physical harm done 
in terfered  in: some way with the white populace. Ray Stannard Baker, as 
fa r  back as 1908, wrote that one " • . • f in e  type of old gentlefolk"  
expressed a " . . . common conviction in  the South,11 when she to ld  him 
th a t the white Southerners d idn't consider'" . . .  that the Negroes have 
any m ora ls .'^
There i s  l i t t l e  in  the Negro's background " . . .  to  give him any
respect for , or conception o f , law in  the a b stra c t."3  ^ The ru les and
regulations of the d ifferen t slave plantations varied a great deal, and
some of the slaves enjoyed a surprising amount o f freedom. Infractions
o f ru les on many plantations brought very l i t t l e ,  i f  any, punishment.
Owning not even h is clothing or the bed in  which he s le p t,  
the slave had almost no conception of the sacredness o f 
property rights; petty th ievery, e sp ecia lly  o f food supplies, 
was often h is only source of minor lu xu ries. No pride of 
position , or of family name, ex isted  to  restra in  him. Gen­
era lly , he had known no incentive for t h r i f t ,  or for material 
or so c ia l advancement. Even as a freedman, public opinion 
meant l i t t l e  to  him. The controlling thought of the community 
held him always to  be a "nigger" and as such incapable of any 
v irtu e . I f  he lo s t  h is  "name" in  any given lo c a lity , he 
ea s ily  moved to  another. Arriving in  the midst of a picking 
or contracting season, he knew that few questions would be 
asked about h is past. This did not mean that the great mass 
of the Negroes were en tire ly  without se lf-r e sp e c t, or were 
habitual law-breakers. But i t  did mean that large numbers of
them were.33
31ftay Stannard Baker, Following the Color Line (New York, 1908), 
p. 170.
32vemon Lane Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi 1865-1890 (New 
York, 1965), p. 23 .^
33ibid.
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I t  was th is  lack of se lf-resp ec t and habitual law-breaking that led  to  
the steady stream of v iolence that permeates the l iv e s  of so many Negroes.
From the time of the C iv il War to  the present the lower class  
American Negro has had to  face the problem of physical v io len ce.
Gunnar Myrdal has w ritten that " . . .  the general characteristics o f  
the Negro population—poverty, ignorance o f the law, lack o f in flu e n tia l . 
connections. Southern patterns of i l l e g a l i t y  and use of weapons in  
f ig h ts , concentration in  the c i t i e s  and in  young adult ages in  the North— 
operate to  make the Negro crime rate higher than the white crime ra te , 
and so may be thought of as another group o f causes of Negro crime." 3** 
These factors have caused armed assualt and murder to  be two common 
crimes among Negroes.35 These crime9 are seldom planned in  advance, 
and are more l ik e ly  to  be w • • . the resu lt of a moment's anger when 
i t  i s  not inh ib ited  by a developed respect fo r  l i f e  and law. "36 Murder 
among Negroes i s  a crime that i3  sometimes considered " • . . a ven ial 
offense" by white judges, but only i f  the Negro slays another N egro.^
W. J. Cash wrote that " . . .  a Negro murderer,, o f another Negro often  
drew no heavier penalty than that commonly meted out to  a chicken-thief
I t  was from th is  atmosphere of disruption that the blues songs 
began, and the Negro expressed many of h is emotions in  th is  prim itive
3i*Myrdal, pp. 97^975.
3 5 ib id ., 976.
36ibid.
3?W. J . Cash, The Mind of the South (New York, 19^1)# p. *H2.
3®Ibid.
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fo lk  verse. The blues songs, one could e a s ily  say. grew from a back­
ground of impending v io len ce , broken rela tion sh ip s, and lo s t  in cen tives.
In form the blues songs became a simple fo lk  verse with three l in e  
stanzas. The f i r s t  two l in e s  are usually  repeated in  order to  give the^ 
singer time to  improvise a th ird , although th is  does not mean that the j  
blues songs airer always improvised. This simple stanza form became the] 
accepted one over a period of years, although many variations a lso  e x is t .  
Some blues song forms are unique to  one particular singer, and for  every 
bluesman using the standard three l in e  stanza, one i s  l ik e ly  to  f in d  
another singer with a form o f  h is own invention. The th ird  l in e , i f  
the b lues song i s  done in  the standard form, i s  generally  used by the 
singer as a release o f tension b u ilt  up by the r ep etitio n  of the f i r s t  
two l in e s .  Simple as the form i s ,  when heard i t  can be profound and
A
moving, and no study o f the American Negro would be complete without 
a careful hearing of the b lues singers, and e sp ec ia lly  th e ir  songs o f  
in f id e l i ty .  The Negro lower c lass B . . . has a sexual code of i t s  own, 
though to  be sure, i t  i s  a code and not a mandate to  lic e n se , as many 
m iddle-class people th in k .”39 Strangely enough, the Negro lower c la sses  
have " • . • b u ilt  up a type of family organization conducive to  so c ia l  
health, even though the practices are outside the American tr a d it io n ." ^
To know the Negro, however, the simple three l in e  stanza of the blues 
song, and i t s  numerous varia tion s, must be studied, and in  particu lar, the  
theme of in f id e li ty .
39AUison Davis and John Dollard, Children of Bondage (New York. 
1940). p. 50.
40riyrdal, p. 935.
PART I I ! THE SONGS 
1
Gunnar Myrdal has already pointed out the loose  re la tion sh ip  o f  
the lower c la ss Negro fam ily, but i t  must be emphasized that any 
examination of in f id e l i t y  in  the Negro blues songs must deal with the 
unmarried couples, as w ell as w ith those who are le g a lly  joined by 
eith er  sta te  or church. There i s  a lack of information on the m arital 
status o f the lower c la ss  Negroes, which makes i t  extremely d i f f ic u l t  
to  discuss the subject with any degree o f accuracy. Gunnar Myrdal, an 
invaluable source o f information on a l l  aspects of Negro l i f e ,  w rites  
that M . . . unmarried Negro couples.are in clin ed  to  report themselves 
as married, and women who have never married but who have children are 
in c lin ed  to  report themselves as widowed. U nfaithfulness and adul- 
tery  are thus more commonly accepted modes o f l i f e  among the lower 
economic groups of American Negroes, and i t  i s  in  the b lues song that 
one w il l  find a great deal of the despair, hope, longing, hatred, and 
suspicion o f in f id e l i t y  expressed. v
There are few ly r ic s  in  the Negro blues songs which express the  
happiness o f m arital b l i s s ,  the ra isin g  o f children, or the enchantment 
o f f i r s t  lo v e . This i s  not to  say that love themes are unknown in  these  
songs, but only to  say th at overly sentimental and maudlin ly r ic s  are, 
except in  cases o f commercially exp lo ited  sin gers, almost un iversally  
lack ing. Many blues song ly r ic s  appear to  contain s e lf -p ity ,  e sp e c ia lly  
when seen on the printed page. . In r e a lity , however, th is  i s  not so , slnco
^1Ibid., p. 931**
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much of the true q u a lity  of a b lues song 13 lo s t  when the performers
are not heard. Paul O liver has w ritten that
the recording remains as the only means for  common refer ­
ence, for  the su b tle t ie s  o f timing in  voice and instrument, 
of touch and ' f e e l , 1 o f the peculiar beauty of crushed 
notes or s l id  and tw isted  guitar str in g s, of the whine of 
the bottleneck on an unconventionally tuned instrument, 
can only be appreciated in  d irect performance or on 
record. P erfection o f tone, purity of vo ice , accuracy 
of p itch  are not the principal ob jectives in  the singing  
of b lu es. Though varia tion s might be indicated  by symbols, 
by graphs and by phonophotography, the subtle q u a lit ie s  o f  
in f le c t io n , timbre, throat humming, gu ttera ls and nasal 
enunciations, which characterize certain  regional and per­
sonal s ty le s  o f blues singing, remain e lu sive  when any 
attempt a t  new or conventional notation  i s  attempted. 2
Mr. O liver's comment i s  quoted for a b etter  understanding o f th e  p osition  
of the ly r ic s  in  the blues song, sin ce many of the ly r ic s  may appear 
to  be extremely crude. I f  the b lues ly r ic s  are w .  » . sometimes 
t r i t e  because they are commonplace, they are* tru th fu l to o , just be­
cause they are commonplace; o ften  they are dramatic, frequently p oetic  
and moving, always with the elements o f personal experience th at are 
yet shared by a large proportion of the Negro community. J' ^ 3
Certainly an "experience shared" by so many Negroes i s  the r o o tle ss  
fe e lin g  o f the constant broken re la tio n sh ip s. Perhaps the f i r s t  ink ling  
of trouble, and in  th is  case i t  makes l i t t l e  d ifference i f  the r e la tio n ­
ship i s  a common-law marriage or one that has been le g a lly  performed, 
i s  the suspicion on the part o f one o f the two th at a l l  i s  not as i t  
should be . Sometimes the woman, appearing to  be completely bewildered, 
sin gsi
^ P au l O liver, Conversation with the Blues (New York, 1965 ) ,  p. 10. 
^ 3 lb id ., p. 4-.
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My man l e f t  me and he never sa id  a word,
My man l e f t  me and he never sa id  a word.
I t  wasn't nothing 1 did , i t  must have been 
something th at he h eard .^
I t  i s  th is  type o f suspicion th at i s  the hardest fo r  the singer to  
cope with, for  certa in ly  no obvious breach in  the re la tion sh ip  had 
appeared before the man l e f t ,  although the l is te n e r  may wonder i f  the
la s t  l in e  in d icates more than the singer i s  w illin g  to  t e l l .
Most suspicions of in f id e l i t y  are usually  sung for stronger reasons 
than those in  the stanza already quoted. One of the most frequently  
found b lu es songs of in f id e l i ty  i s  that in  which the woman i s  tempo­
r a r ily  m issing from the home. This, of course, usually  leads to  the man 
becoming suspicious as to  her whereabouts. There i s  s t i l l  no actual 
evidence as to  in f id e l i ty ,  although there certa in ly  are many rather  
obvious d u e s .  „
Honey, I  don't b e lie v e  you think I'm noth in ', you don't 
b elieve  I'm nothin' but a l i t t l e  clown,
Honey, I  don't b e liev e  you think I'm noth in ', you don't 
b elieve  I'm nothin' but a l i t t l e  clown,
Mmmmmm—now when I  was look in ' for  you la s t  n igh t, you 
was way out on the other side, o f town.^3
The suspicion of in f id e l i ty  appears sometimes as a dream, as i f
th e  singer were a fra id  to  consciously admit what i s  happening to  h is
once joy fu l re la tion sh ip . Yank Rachell sings that*
My babe went o f f ,  stayed out a l l  night long.
She never got back t i l l  the break o f dawn,
Well, i t  seem l ik e  a dream,
Well, i t  seem l ik e  a dream.
^C harters, p. 44.
^5oiiver, Blues F e l l , p. 90.
^Kay Sh irley , e d ., The Book of the Blues (New York, 19&3)» P» 291.
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Emery Glen, however, describes, a l i t e r a l  dream, and the suspicion of
in f id e l i t y  i s  seen with even more clarity*
I  went to  bed la s t  night with nothin' on ma mind,
I  went to  bed la s t  night with nothin' on ma mind,
I  f e l t  the good w o r ld ~ it  was trea tin ' me kind.
I  dreamed X saw my mama t e l l  me 'Good-bye'
I  dreamed I  saw my mama t e l l  me 'Good-bye'
Then around the back-door I  saw her try  another
man's s iz e .
Cain't no woman unbackdoor me,
Cain't no woman unbackdoor me.
I f  I'm your o n e-a n '-a ll or e ls e  your
used-t'-be»
I  got up th is  mawnin', 'v es tig a tin ' on ma min',
I  got up th is  mawnin', 'v e s tig a tin ' on ma min',
I  wanted to  see i f  mama was the r igh t k in '.
Sometimes these dreams's ju st lak  bein' away,
Sometimes these dreams's just lak bein' away,
I  saw another man eatin ' o f my chocolate cake.4?
The vocal team of Brownie McGhee and Sonny Terry re la te s  experiences
th a t are sim ilar to  those o f Rachell and Glen, only th is  time, there
seems to  be a t ir e d  acceptance*
Well I  dreamed that the gal I  married tr ie d  to  ra ise  me
a fam ily,
Dreamed I  had ten children and they a l l  looked ju st l ik e
hfl me*But i t  was a dream, ju st a dream I  had on my mind.4®
John Lee Hooker sings and chants "Me and My Telephone" to  the heavy 
rhythm of an e le c tr ic a l ly  am plified gu itar, one of the post-War additions 
to  the b lues instrum entation. Hooker describes, in  a strange blank 
verse o f h is  own or ig in , h is  suspicions and fea rs . He knows that i n f i -
I
^ O liv e r , Blues F e ll , p. 96.
^Brownie McGhee and Sonny Terry, "Just a Dream," transcribed from 
a recording (Houlette 2507*0 •
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d e l l t ie s  are being committed, but s t i l l  refuses to  acknowledge anything
openly. Hooker's parting comment on the fa c t  that he knew he n • • •
d idn't have no friends,"  i s  a rather pathetic and naive b lindness,
s e l f - in f l ic t e d , to  the unfaithfulness o f h is  companion.
Yes, I  a in 't  got nobody, nobody.
Just me and my telephone.
Yes, I  a in 't  got nobody, nobody,
Just me and my telephone.
Nobody ta lk  to  me and keep me company.
When my baby she was here with me.
My telephone kept on ringin ' a l l  the tim e.
But since she l e f t  me,
My telephone don't never r in g .
That's why I  know, now people,
There was something goin* on wrong,
{a fter  thought, spoken: "Yes, there iwas.'jj
That's why I  know, people,
I  don't get no telephone c a l ls .
Hooker now f a l l s  in to  a hypnotic semi-chant,* reaching the point o f near­
rec ita tio n  a t  times:
I'm goin' downtown th is  morning',
Ask the operator whats wrong with my telephone.
I t  don't never ring,
I t  must be out of order. • 7
She said , "No," she said , "No,
Man, your telephone a in 't  dead."
That's why I  know, th a t's  why I  know,
Something was goin' on wrong.
• Now my baby done come back home,
My telephone ring a l l  the tim e.
Now my baby done come back home,
My telephone ring a l l  the tim e.
That's why I  know, th a t1 b why I  know,
I  d i d n ' t  have no f r i e n d s . ^ 9
Memphis W illie  B. (Borum) sings of a young country g ir l ,  who i s
somehow no longer the obedient companion she once was. The l is te n e r  may
^John Lee Hooker, "Me and My Telephone," transcribed from a 
recording (Chess LP 145*0*
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be able to  d etect, in  the words of the singer, a certain  underlying 
knowledge that something l ik e  th is  would eventually happen.
I  went way out in  the country and got you baby, 
you was way out in  the woods.
I  went way out in  the country and got you baby, 
you was way out in  the woods.
You know I  got sick  of you t o l l in '  me that country 
l i f e  m s not good.
I t  i s  not long a fter  leaving the farm that the in f id e l i t ie s  begin* and
again, as in  the case of John Lee Hooker and Yank Rachell, there i s  an
almost te r r if ie d  reluctance to  admit to  the truth of the situ a tio n .
You sta r t to  leave me early in  the morning,
morning,
you don't come back t i l l  the break of day.
You sta r t to  leave me early in  the morning,
morning,
you don't come back t i l l  the break of day.
You gonna keep on doin' that and you gonna
drive my world away.
•
The f i r s t  ind ication  of in f id e lity  i s  usually only a suspicion, 
which i s  aroused by the g u ilty  party being absent from the home with 
ever increasing frequency. This absence invariably occurs during the 
hours of darkness, and i t  i s  amazing to, note the number of variations  
on lin e s  referring to  the m issing party.
John Lee Hooker sin gs an iro n ica l, and somehow humorous, song that 
i s  paradoxically f i l l e d  with tra g ic  im plications. The song, dealing with 
a double in f id e li ty ,  i s  done in  Hooker's monotone voice and seems, a t  
tim es, as i f  he i s  r e f le c t in g  on these things to  him self, obliv ious of 
any audience. The ly r ic s ,  once again, concern a woman who f a i l s  to  
stay a t home.
5°Memphis W illie  B ., "Country Girl Blues," transcribed from a 
recording (Prestige 1034).
When I  f i r s t  met you darling.
Baby, you was rea l, rea l gone.
When I  f i r s t  met you darling.
Baby, you was r ea l, rea l gone.
You didn't go no place baby.
But to  church and Sunday school, 
church and Sunday school.
You done got up here darling.
Run around every ^incoherent] Joint in  town.
I'm going back down South darling.
Back down South in Sunny Lane,
I'm going back down South darling.
Back down SQuth in  Sunny Lane,
I'm goin' to  ray wife and fam ily darlinJ 
Oh Lord, I'm goin' back there to  s t a y . 5'
Charlie Lincoln, who has a new woman, warns others to  keep away, since
he has found from past experience what can happen when one closes' h is
eyes, even i f  but momentarily. I t  i s  in terestin g  to  compare Lincoln's
reasons for  leaving h is fam ily with those of Hooker. Hooker leaves h is
fam ily because of an infatuation  with another woman, while Lincoln
leaves because of h is w ife 's  frequent in f id e l i t ie s .  Lincoln singsj
You can have my money, a l l  I  own,
But for  God's sake, leave my woman alone,
Oh, I'm Jealous, jealous, jealous hearted see?
I'm jealous, jealous, jealous as I  can be.
I  l e f t  my w ife and baby standin' on the doorstep,
I  got a house f u l l  of cryin' children, a in 't  none
of 'em mine.
Oh, I'm jealous, jealous, jealous hearted see?
I'm jealous, jealous, jealous as I  can b e .52
Staying out a t night, the fa ilu re  o f the telephone to  ring when-the
5%ooker, "Real, Real, Gone, " transcribed from a recording (Atco 
33-151).
52Charlie Lincoln, "Jealous Hearted Blues," transcribed from a 
recording (Folkways, Vol. I I ,  RBF 9),
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woman i s  gone, the suspicions that one's children are hot one's own, and
bad dreams, are only part o f the growing picture o f  in f id e l i ty . The
picture must now come into  focus, and what b etter  way i s  there to  c la r ify
the view than actual evidence of in fid e lity ?  The hope that things were
not as they seemed can now be d issipated , and no longer can the singer
remain b lin d . I t  i s  hard to  deny the cold, hard evidence:
She goes downtown,
She don't have a dime.
She come back home,
Lookin' dressed so f in e .
She keeps me worried and so lonesome,
I  just can't keep from cry in '.
Well, l i f e ' s  so confusin ',
I  b 'lie v e  I'm goin' to  lo se  my mind.^3
The change in  appearance and a ttitu d e  on the part o f the g u ilty  person
i s  the f i r s t  obvious "evidence" of in f id e l i ty .  Huddie Ledbetter
Qt
(Leadbelly), with h is  rough and rasping voice, once sang o f a woman 
named Alberta*
Oh, Alberta, Oh, Alberta. T ell me where did you stay la s t
night?
Woman, you d idn't come home t i l l  just a l i t t l e  before daylight.
Oh, Alberta, Oh, Alberta. T ell me what in  the h e ll  you
mean.
The way you sneakin' out on me beats a l l  I  ever seen.
Oh, Alberta, Oh, Alberta. T ell me what in  the h e l l  you
mean.
The way you p lay in ', l ik e  you been dr ink in ' benedict in e . ^
Sam (Lightnin1) Hopkins f in a l ly  notices the evident change in  the  
a ttitu d e  o f h is  companion, even though he has been warned o f " • • • how
53McGhee and Terry, "Confusion," from record album notes (Folkways 
FA 232?), p. 4 .
-^Huddie L ed better, "A lberta," tra n scr ib ed  from a recording (RCA 
LPV-505).
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a woman w ill do."
T ell me pretty mama, why you stay out a l l  night?
T ell me pretty mama, why you stay out a l l  night?
.You got i t  on your mind, but you kntow you a in 't
trea tin ' me right*
My mama she to ld  me, my papa did too .
They to ld  just how a woman w ill  do.
S h e 'll stay out a l l  night,
S h e 'll stay out a l l  night,
S h e 'll stay out a l l  night,
Come in  when the sun i s  shining bright*55
Hopkins, however, i s  not the f i r s t  blues singer to  ask why or where h is
: woman stayed la s t  nights
I  want you to  t e l l  me, l i t t l e  g ir l ,  just where did 
you stay la s t  night?
I  want you to  t e l l  me, l i t t l e  g ir l ,  just where did 
you stay la s t  night!
Your clothes i s  a l l  wrinkled, and your shoes is n 't  
t ie d  up right*5°
: The appearance of the woman with her clothes "all wrinkled" i s  now
an almost sure sign of in f id e lity , and the blues songs referring to  the
outward change in  veneer are legion* William (Big B il l )  Broonzy, l ik e
Sam Hopkins, questions h is  woman f i r s t ,  and then proceeds to  bring In
her appearance as an incriminating factor* Ha f i r s t  performs a fa s t
presupposition:
Well now, t e l l  me who, baby, who been fooling you?
Well now, t e l l  me who, baby, who been fooling you?
Telling you you're f iv e  fee t  seven, baby, and you i s
pretty too .
Broonzy quickly jumps on appearance as evidence:
Now they been te l l in g  you your hair had ocean waves.
55sam Hopkins, "Mad as I  Can Be," transcribed from a recording 
(Mainstream 56040).
^C harters, p . 44*
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But 'when you come home to  me, baby, looks l ik e  where
the rats had stayed.
From here, Broonzy moves back to  h is presupposition*
Gal, I  give you money just to  spend on you rself.
You goes out, l i t t l e  woman, and you spends i t  on
someone e ls e .57
With the change o f appearance and personality in  the woman, comes 
a lso  a change in the home i t s e l f .  Perhaps Peg Leg Howell expressed i t  
best:
Can't you always t e l l  when your good gal i s  gonna 
treat you mean?
Can't you always t e l l  when your good gal i s  gonna 
treat you mean?
Your meals i s  unregular, your house i s  never clean.
Howell, using the Negro term "rider" to  express a sexual partner,
continues by stating a rather vague suspicion, followed by a much
stronger example of "evidence." .
You can always t e l l  when th ere 's something going on
wrong,
When you come in , your rider, she's out and gone.
When she come in , she got a rag t ie d  round her head,
When she come in , she got a rag t ie d  round her head,
You speak about lo v in ', s h e ' l l  swear she's almost dead.5s
2
The blues song of in f id e lity  has now progressed from the rather 
vague suspicion that a l l  was not w ell, to  the more concrete "evidence" 
o f changed a ttitu d es, unkept homes, and absences a t la te  hours. Thus
5?William Broonzy, "Five Feet Seven," transcribed from a recording 
(Mercury MG 20905) •
58peg Leg Howell, "Tishamingo B lu es," transcribed from a recording 
(Folkways, Vol. I I , RBF 9 ) .
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fa r , however, none o f the singers have related  experiences which deal 
with d irect evidence of in f id e lity ,  even though, in  most cases, l i t t l e  
more evidence i s  actu a lly  needed. As w ill  be pointed out la te r , when 
discussing songs o f physical v io lence, the loose  relation sh ip  o f the 
Negro couples tends to  promote fee lin g s  of jealousy much more e a s ily .  
This i s  probably, although no s t a t i s t ic s  were found, due to  the fa c t  
th a t the common-law marriages could be broken without a great deal of 
complex "red-tape" involved. I t  may not be unjust to  suppose that the 
Negro blues singer w ill be more a le r t  for "evidence" which would in ­
d icate  a break in  the rela tion sh ip .
Big B i l l  Broonzy finds audible "evidence," which i s  as incrimin­
atin g  as the a ltered  appearance and a ttitu d e  of the womani
What did I  do to  be treated  the way I  am?
When I  come home from work, baby, I  can
hear my back door slam. 59
The ta le  of the Negro going to  work, while another man takes h is  place*
i s  sung in  a l l  seriousness by Broonzy, but can a lso  be treated  rather
humorously. A good example of th is  situ a tion  j can be found in  William
Faulkner's story "Centaur in  Brass," in  which a Negro, working a t a
power plant on an alternating s h if t  with another Negro, discovers that
h is  woman i s  carrying on an a ffa ir  with h is r e l ie f  help. Faulkner
had evidentally  been aware of the existen ce of these conditions among
the lo c a l Negroes of h is  own area.
Hearing the back door slam ju st as one arrives home i s  not, o f
59]3roonzy, "I Wonder," transcribed from a recording (Mercury 
MG 10905)*
6°William Faulkner, Collected Stories o f William Faulkner (New 
York, 1950), p. 149.
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course, the only evidence of in f id e l i t y .  Sometimes the g u ilty  party
does not have the chance to  leave a t  h is  own le isu r e , and thus more
evidence i s  -inadvertently l e f t  behind. This time the evidence i s  more
pronounced than the fading sound of a slamming door. Broonzy again
sin gs of in fid e lity *
T ell me, baby, whose muddy shoes are these?
T ell me, baby, whose muddy shoes are these?
Xou've got them se tt in ' righ t where mine ou&ht
to  be.
Yes, goodbye baby, yes, I'm goin' away,
Yes, goodbye baby, yes. I'm goin' away,
When I leave th is  town you know I'm goin'
away to  stay .
Oh, yes. I  worked a l l  night and I  come home
ju st 'fore day.
Oh, y es, I  worked a l l  night and I  come home
just 'fore day.
You're a low down woman, you would do a man
any*way.®'
Wilson (Thunder) Smith sing3 a stanza quite sim ilar to  Broonzy*s when
he askst
Whose muddy shoes are these?
Whose muddy shoes are these? v
Reason I ask you pretty mama, they sure 
don't belong to  me.°^
The leaving behind of tangib le evidence such as boots, shoes, a r t ic le s
of cloth ing, and c igarette  butts became standard subject matter in  a
number of the blues songs.
Perhaps the only way to  escape an impending act of in f id e lity  i s
6 S h ir le y , p. 137.
^^Wilson Smith, "Sante Fe Blues," transcribed from a recording 
(Arhoolie, Vol. I ,  R2006).
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to  move away. Jimmy Rushing, Kansas City blues singer with the Count
Basie band, once sung that ha was " . . • gonna move on the outsk irts
o f town."
I'm gonna move way out on the outsk irts of town,
I'm gonna move way out on the ou tsk irts of town,
I  don't want nobody who's always hangin' 'round.
I'm gonna t e l l  you baby,
we're goin’ move away from here,
I  don't want no iceman,
gonna g e t me a fr ig id a ir e ,
When we move, way out on the o u tsk ir t s  o f  town,
I  don't want nobody who's always bangin' 'round.
I'm gonna bring my own groceries, 
goin' bring 'em every day,
Gotta sto p  th a t  g ro c 'ry  boy, 
and keep him away,
When we move, way out on th e  o u tsk ir t s  o f  town,
I  don't want nobody who's always bangin' 'round.
I t  may seem funny, ■ honey.
As funny as can be, „
I f  we have any children,
I  want them a l l  to  look lik e  me,
When we move, way out on th e o u ts k ir t s  o f  town, ,
I  don't want nobody who's always hangin' 'round. 3
Regardless o f whether one moves away or not, there i s  s t i l l  the p o ssi-
-y .
b i l i t y  that one's mate w il l  find a new partner. Huddie Ledbetter re­
la t e s  that even marriage doesn't break the p o s s ib il it ie s :
*
Took her to  a dance,
she danced with another.
When we go t m arried,
she swore i t  was her brother.
Well, you know she had to  do i t  .°4
63Shirley, P* 221.
^ ^ edbetter, "Bottle Up and Go," transcribed from a recording 
(Folkways, Vol. I I ,  2942).
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To many of the Negro blues sin gers, the only way to  stop in f id e l i ty
i s  to  keep a constant surveillance of a l l  that goes on. This may
require a great deal o f  footwork, tim e, and a certa in  amount o f p er il
to  the person in v estig a tin g . The danger does not necessarily  have to
be the resu lt of physical v io len ce. I t  can take the form o f pneumonia.
as in  the case o f  (Blind) Lemon Jefferson 's "Pneumonia Blues."
I'm achin* a l l  over, baby, I got the pneumonia th is  time,
I'm achin' a l l  over, baby, I  got the pneumonia th is  time,
An' i t ' s  a l l  on account of th at low-down gal of mine.
Sneaking round the corners, running up a lle y s  too.
Sneaking round the corners, running up a lle y s  too .
Watching my woman, trying to  see what she going to  do.
S ittin g  down in  the s tr e e ts  one cold, dark, stormy night,
S ittin g  down in  the s tr e e ts  one 'cold, dark, stormy night.
Trying to  see i f  ray good gal going to  make i t  home a l l
r igh t.
Well, baby, in  the winter, prowling round in  the rain ,
Well, baby, in  the winter, prowling round, in  the rain,
Well, baby, g ive me th is  pneumonia pain.h5
Joe Lee (Big Joe) Williams i s  reduced to  spying through h ote l
transoms. Williams i s  sometimes almost incoherent in  h is  vocal de-
l iv e r y , and h is ly r ic s  are often , l ik e  so many blues songs, f i l l e d  with
a sexual double-entendre. When th is  double-entendre takes the form of
a rough-voiced M ississip p i Negro d ia le c t , i t  i s  even more d i f f ic u lt  to
comprehend:
I  went to  your hotel la s t  night woman, 
your elevator running slow,
I  went to  your hotel la s t  night woman, 
your elevator running slow,
I  went to  see over the transom, trying to  
make them £ ? 3  , you said  you don't 
want me no more.
65011ver, Blues F e ll , p . 270
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Big Joe Williams, in  a rather blunt statement of double-entendre, 
t e l l s  us that he b e liev es h is  woman i s  so low that she must be " • • • 
the e levatin gest g ir l  in  tow n."^
Jimmie Gordon t e l l s  us that he r ea lizes  h is  woman i s  a n • • • 
mean m istrea ter ," and that she " • • * don't mean me no good*11 His 
woman, in  fa c t , has taken to  n • . .  r ingin ' doorbells on the avenue," 
obviously no longer particu lar in  her choice o f men, but Gordon manages 
to  give us a rather whimsical f in is h  by stating  th at he would " • • • be 
th e  same way i f  only I  could. "6?
Francis Black (Scrapper Blackwell) had fee lin g s  much akin to  those  
o f  Jimmie Gordon. This tim e, however, the woman has s e t t le d  on one 
lo v e r . The woman's new lo v er , ir o n ic a lly , i s  B lackw ell's best fr ien d , 
which makes the situ a tion  a l l  the more se n s it iv e , for  now the blues 
singer can no longer tru st  even those c lo sest to  him.
I  got a no good woman, and she sure don't mean me no good,
I  got a no good woman, and she sure don't mean me no good,
I  hope there a in 't  another woman l ik e  her in  nobody's
neighborhood.
She leaves every morning, comes back at the break o f day.
She leaves every morning, comes back a t the break o f day,
And when she comes in  the morning, she a in 't  got a word to
say.
Every time I  look a t that woman, sh e's got a frown on her
face .
Every time I  look a t that woman, sh e's got a frown on her
face ,
I  b e liev e  that woman's gonna l e t  my best fr ien d  take my
place.
66Big Joe W illiams, "Elevate Me Baby," from record album notes 
(Folkways FS 3820), p . 5*
67S h irley , p . 237.
3**
Every evening he used to  stop by my door,
Every evening he used to  stop by my door,
But since h e 's  got my woman, he don't stop h e r e ,.
anymore.
3
Most of the blues songs dealing »!vh a strong suspicion o f in ­
f id e l i t y  have thus far been d elivered  with various a lle g a tio n s . The 
a l l  night disappearances, the changed a ttitu d es and appearances, the  
unkept houses, the slamming of back doors, the discovery of muddy shoes, 
and the numerous spyings are a l l  sta ted , w ith the p ossib le  exception  
o f Big Joe Williams' .song, with e x p l ic i t  c la r ity . With Big Joe Williams 
one encounters a prim itive use o f double-entendre, and any good exam­
ination  o f the blues lyr5.cs w i l l  turn up many songs which make use of  
accepted p oetic  devices. The blues songs are f i l l e d  with various types  
o f  imagery, and one o f the most popular devices used by Negroes i s  that  
o f  the animal, which seems to  be " . . . a  legacy from slavery, an
embittered acceptance o f the lack of respect with which he has been held ,
causing him to  take sa t is fa c t io n  from a v io len t assertion  o f those animal 
fea tu res of which he has been accused.^9
Animal comparison i s  found in  a very- simple stanza used by McKinley 
Morganfield, b etter  known to  b lues c o lle c to r s  a s Muddy Waters. Waters 
uses the mule for h is  comparison, and the sexual connotations are certa in ­
l y  not subtlet
6®Scrapper Blackwell, "No Good Woman," transcribed from a recording 
( Dacca QL Wi-^) *
^ O liv e r , Blues F e l l , p. 140.
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I  think I ' l l  make a long distance ca ll*
Well, I  picked up ray receiver .
The party sa id ,
"Another mule k ick in ' in  your s t a l l ." '
Paul O liver •writes:
I t  i s  of particu lar in te re st that the images used in  the 
blues are never based on t ir e d  and a r t i f i c i a l ,  sentim ental 
associa tion s; l i l i e s —even magnolias—do not figu re  in  the  
blues of love-making; no blues singer has a 'love l ik e  a 
rod, red r o s e ' .  He may be a 'prowling tom cat', he may wish 
to  hear h is  'panther scutall' but he never expects h is  
k itte n  to  purr. This i s  not to  say that he has no se n t i­
ments nor th at they are not genuinely f e l t :  the d is tr e ss
of a man who knows that h is  absence i s  causing the g r ie f  
or the in f id e l i t y  of h is woman i s  no le s s  because he uses 
strong images to express I t .71
C ertainly the use of animals in  Negro fo lk  l ite r a tu r e  has been
evident as early as the Uncld Remus ta le s  of Joel Chandler Harris, and
one fin d s a sim ilar use in  the rather elaborate double-entendre of the
"Hen House Blues" by K. C. Douglas: •
Says he looked a t that old  red hen,
And her comb was turning red.
Says he looked a t that old  red hen,
And her comb was turning red.
Yes, he flew  up on the fence,
And these are the words he sa id . ->
He walked down in to  th e  hen house yard,
He could hear that o ld  hen a 'cluck in ' to  h e r se lf ,
He walked down in to  the hen house yard,
He could hear that o ld  hen a 'cluck in ' to  h e r se lf ,
He knew she had a l i t t l e  company,
But when he got there, they just had l e f t .
He flew  up in  the hen house window.
And he could see where they'd been havin' a l i t t l e  fun,
He flew  up in  the hen house window,
7°Muddy Whtesrg "Long Distance Call," transcribed from a recording 
(Chess LP 1427).
71o iiver, Blues F eU . p. 119.
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And. he could see where they 'd  been havin' a l i t t l e  fun.
He knew righ t then and there.
That l i t t l e  red rooster was not h is  son.
He flopped h is  wings.
As i f  he was goin' to  f l y  away.
He flopped h is wings.
As i f  he was goin' to  f l y  away,
Yes, he got so mad.
He forgot to  crow for  day.72
Big B i l l  Broonzy makes use of the f is h  for  comparison, as opposed
t o  th e  fo w l o f  K. C. Douglasj
Now, look a-here, Louise,
Now, what you try in ' to  do?
You try  in ' to  make me love  you.
And you love some other man to o .
Well, Louise, baby that w il l  never do,
Yeah, you know you can't love B ig B i l l ,  .baby,
And love some other man to o .
Louise, I  believe
Somebody been f ish in g  in  my pond, •
They been catching a l l  my perches,
Grinding up the bone.
Later in  the song, as Broonzy's subdued anger peeps through, the f i s h
comparison seems no longer appropriate, and we are to ld  th at Louise has
" .  . • g o t ways l i k e  a r a t t le s n a k e ."73
Muddy Waters presents us with a blues song that could very possib ly
be sung by Broonzy's suspected r iv a l .  Like Broonzy, Waters makes use of
animal symbolism, and in  the process, introduces some w ishful boasting.
Waters excuses h is  actions by reason o f h is b irth , and thus seems to  f e e l
ju s t if ie d  in  any further a c ts  of in f id e l i t y  he may commit:
- X"
7^K. c.  Douglas, "Hen House Blues," transcribed from a recording 
(P restige  1023).
73Broonzy, "Louise, L o u is e ," from record  album notes (Folkways 
FA 2326), p . 3 .
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W ell, I  w ish I  was a ca t f i s h ,
Swimmin' in  a deep blue sea,
I  would have a l l  you good look in ’ women,
F ishin' a fter  me, sure enough, a fter  me,
sure enough, a fter  me,
I went to  my baby's house.
And I  sat down on her steps,
She sa id , "Come on in  now Muddy,
You know my husband ju s t  now l e f t ,  
sure enough, ju s t  now l e f t ,  
sure enough, ju s t  now l e f t .
Well, my mother to ld  my father.
Just before I  was born,
"I got a boy-child cornin',
He's gonna be a r o llin g  stone,
sure enough, h e 's  a r o llin g  stone, .
sure enough, h e's a r o llin g  stone.
The snake i s  often  used as a p h a llic  symbol among Negro blues
sin gers, ^lind Lemon Jefferson sings that he i s  " . . . gonna run
that black snake down," for he " . . . a in 't  seen my mama sin ce that
black snake took her from town."75 The black snake as a sexual symbol
i s  used by the female singer as w ell as the male. Martha Copeland
sings the incredibly candid "Black Snake Blues," and t e l l s  us thatt
Some blade snake been suckin' my rider—hear me cry in ',
Lawdy, I  a in 't  ly in ' ,
Some black snake been suckin' my rider some,
You can t e l l  by that I  a in 't  gonna give him none.
'Cause my l e f t  side jumps and my f le sh  begin to  crawl,
Oh my l e f t  side jumps and my f le sh  begin to  crawl,
Bet you ten to  one d ollar, 'nother mule kickin' ma s t a l l . '
Animals are not the only symbols used by Negroes to  express i n f i -
%
?**Waters, "Rolling Stone," transcribed from a recording (Chess 
LP 1427).
75Blind Lemon Jefferson, "Black Snake Moan," transcribed from a 
recording (Riverside 12-136).
76oiiver, Blues P e l l , p. 102.
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d e lity . Domestic metaphors are often  used, and ” . . .  culinary themes
are e sp ec ia lly  common,"77 These terms are used by the Negro " . . . with
scarcely a thought for th e ir  value as metaphors, but in  the course of
everyday s p e e c h . W h e n  Big Bi l l  Broonzy sang "Diggin' My Potatoes,"
jazz c r i t ic  Charles Edward Smith wrote that i t  was an
entertaining example of double-entendre b lu es. This i s  
humor, with a raw edge to  i t .  When Big B i l l  sang out 
the f i r s t  l in e  of th is  quavering b lues, I  thought of 
Faulkner's use o f double-entendre (the watermelon and 
the vine) in  one of h is superbly-written short s to r ie s ,
"That Evening Sun. "79
Broonzy's song has a somewhat a llu s iv e  quality about i t ,  a quality  that
i s  often found in  double-entendre bluest
Baby, I'm diggin' my potatoes, 
lord, they trampin' on my v ine.
Now, I 'v e  got a sp ecia l plan, now baby,
Lord, that a -r e s t in ' on my mind.
tft
Now, I  don't want no cabbage sprouts;
Bring me a so lid  head,
S'pose they c a ll  the wagon (?)
I  catched him in  my bed . . .
Now, my vine i s  a l l  green
•Tatoes they a l l  red, V
Never found a bruised one
T il l  I  caught them in  my bed . . .
Now, I 'v e  been a l l  around,
Lookin' up and down.
Never found my baby
'Cause she was lay in ' in  another town • . » , •
I  know she's diggin' my potatoes.
Lord sh e's trampin' on my v ine.
77Ib id ., p. 123.
78Ib id ., p. 126.
79charles Edward Smith, quoted from record album notes (Folkways 
FA 2326) , p . 3 .
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Yes, now I  got a sp ecia l plan now, baby. 
Lord, that a -r e s t in 1 on ray mind.
Yes, I 'v e  got a sp ecia l plan now. baby. 
Lord, that a -re stin ' on my mind*®0
k
The blues songs examined up to  th is  point have ranged from those  
o f vague suspicions to  evident and open J iif id e lity . The songs have 
shown a ttitu d es of fear and regret for what i s  happening, but none of 
the victim s of in f id e lity  have as yet stated  what they w ill  do about 
the problem. There have been rather weak decisions to  "move on the
ou tsk irts of town," and Broonzy t e l l s  us that he has a plan Ha -restin '
on my mind," but one fe e ls  as i f  the Negro blues singers have thus far  
only come to  the shocking rea liza tio n  of the problem, and not to  any 
type of so lu tion . Lonnie Johnson once sang of a pathetic situ a tion , 
but h is  only so lu tion  was the weak warning that he " . . . won't be your 
fo o l no more." Johnson sings thatt
I  work a l l  day long for  you, u n til the sun go down,
I  work a l l  day long for  you, baby, from sun-up u n til
the sun go down,
An' you take a l l  my money and drink i t  up and come
home and want to  fuss and clown.
I  worked for  you so many tim es, when I  rea lly  was too
sick  to  go,
I worked for  you, baby, when;your man was slipping in
my back-door,
I  can see fo r  myself so t e l l  your back-door man I  won't
be your fo o l no more.
I  worked for  you, baby, when snow was above my knees,
I  worked for  you, baby, when ic e  and snow was on the
ground,
®°Broonzy, "Diggin' My P otatoes," from record album notes (Folkways 
FA 2326), p* 3.
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Trying to  make you happy, an' you chasing every man
in  town.®*
Lonnie Johnson's weak attempt a t a threat to  do something about 
h is  predicament i s  ty p ica l o f many blues songs. The singer who 
fears that h is  woman may leave him i f  he makes a loud and id le  threat,
thus s i t s  by and usually  allows the in f id e lity  to  be committed, hoping
a l l  along th at h is  woman may someday rea lize  her mistake and return. 
Other blues singers, however, are not content to  s i t  by and wait for  
something which they hope may "seem lik e  a dream," but know in  r e a lity  
that i t  i s n ' t .  At f i r s t  we hear only v e iled  th reats, such as the one 
th a t underlines K. C. Douglas' song "Tell Me," with i t s  use of double­
entendres
T ell me baby, where you stay la s t  night?
T ell me baby, where you stay la s t  night?
Well, your hair a l l  down, your clothes0a ln 't
f i t t i n '  you r igh t.
T ell me mama, where you get your sugar from?
T ell me mama, where you get your sugar from?
Way down in  Louisiana from daddy's sugar farm.
T ell me mama, who your wriggler be? y
T ell me mama, who your wriggler be?
Say the reason I  ask you, i t  looks so good to  me.
I  wished I  had your whole heart in  my hand,
I wished I  had your whole heart in  my hand, _
I  would show you, woman, how to  trea t a man.8^
K. C. Douglas merely wishes he had her "whole heart" in  h is  hand, but >
regardless of th is ,  there i s  a tone o f warning which l i e s  just below
the Surfaoe of the th ird  stanza^' K. G. Douglas im plies more than he
®^Oliver, Blues F e ll , p. 97*
®2Douglas, "Tell Me," transcribed from a recording (P restige 1023).
*1 .
s t a t e s ,  and th e  g u i l t y  party can never be sure i f  Douglas' "wish" 
i s  a ra th er  harm less one, a s  in  th e  case o f  Lonnie Johnson's "won't be 
your f o o l  no more," or a fa r  more dangerous one. Broonzy's th r e a t  th a t  
he has a " sp ec ia l plan" to  deal w ith  th o se  who are  " d ig g in '” h is  
"potatoes" i s  a d e f in it e  warning, but how ser io u s  a  warning i s  unknown.
I t  i s  up t o  th e  g u i l ty  p a rty , or p a r t ie s ,  t o  make sure th a t th ey  are  
never caught, fo r  i f  th ey  arb , B ig B i l l ' s  nebulous th rea t may tak e  on 
a much more con crete  form o f  a c t io n . I n f id e l i t y ,  t o  th e  econ om ically  
d eprived  Negro, i s  a dangerous game, and th e  p o s s ib le  r e s u lt s  are never 
c e r ta in .
Wilson (Thunder) Smith, for  example, finds him self afraid  to
m ention h is  lo v e 's  name, probably through fe a r  o f  th e  p o ss ib le  p h y sica l
violence which would fo llow  i f  the a ffa ir  i s  found out.
•
I t ' s  a low-down, low-down, d ir ty  shame,
I t ' s  a low-down, low-down, d ir ty  shame, q j
I  love a married woman and I'm afraid  to  c a ll  her name.
Georgia White f e e ls  that being in  love with a married man i s  
dangerous, but a lso  gives one the impression that i t  i s  not an uncommon 
happening. The ta le  she t e l l s  i s  directed at women in  general, and 
ind icates that adultery may be more commonplace than the surface of the 
song shows*
W ell, th e b lu es  a in ' t  n o th in ' but a woman wanting to
see her man.
Well, the blues a in 't  nothin' but a woman wanting to
see her man,
'Cause she want some lovin '*  you women w il l  under­
stand.
®^Smith, "Sante Fe Blues," transcribed from a recording (Arhoolie, 
Vol. I ,  B2006).
A2 .
Oh, the blues a in 't  nothin' but a -woman lovin* a married
man,
Oh, the blues a in 't  nothin' but a woman lov in ' a married
man,
Can't see him when she wants to , gotta see him when she ,
Red Nelson agrees with Georgia White when he t e l l s  o f the dangers 
and troubles of being in love with a married woman. Only suffering  
can resu lt , but not suffering from physical violence necessarily , 
for  th is  can always be avoided I f  one i s  quick enough. The suffering  
resu lts  mainly from the fa c t that the adulterous pair cannot always 
meet when they please* Red Nelson t e l l s  us about i t  when he sings:
I  says a married woman i s  the sweetest thing ever been
bom ,
I  says a married woman i s  the sweetest thing ever been
bom,
She would be more sweet and true to  me i f  I  could go
to  her home.
blues and trouble, two things I 've  had a l l  my l i f e ,
blues and trouble, two things I 've  had a l l  my l i f e ,
I  never had so much trouble, t i l l  I  f e l l  in  love with
another man's w ife . ^
Muddy Waters, 1 in  h is  tw isted  and almost incomprehensible vo ice, 
t e l l s  us of h is  regrets for fa llin g  into  th is  almost unbearable s itu a tio n . 
The suspenseful agony of wondering whether one i s  going to  get caught,
and whether the woman i s  worth it«  are almost too much for Waters to
bear. His use o f double-entendre in  the f i r s t  stanza i s  a somewhat 
strik ing  portrayal o f adultery:
®**Georgia White, "Blues A in 't Nothin' But • . transcribed  
from a recording (Decca DL ^3*0 ♦
®%ed Nelson, "Sweetest Thing Born," transcribed from a recording 
(Dacca DL W jh).
Well now, th ere 's  two tra in s rurinin' [incomprehensible]
going away,
Well now, one run a t midnight, the other one,
run just before day, 
runnin' ju st before day, 
runnin' juot before day,
I  been crazy, yes, I  been a fo o l,
I  been crazy, oh yes, a l l  o f my l i f e .
Well now, I  done f e l l  in  love with another man's w ife,
with another man's w ife, 
with another man's wife*
[the next stanza Is  not coherent, except for the la s t  two 
lin es]
Well, she's no good, ,
But sh e's a l l  r igh t with me#°°
Even i f  a marriage i s  leg a lized , and th is  i s  almost impossible
to  ascertain , i t  f a i l s  to  break o f f  old  relation sh ip s, as a group
ca lled  the Memphis Jug Band demonstrates in a somewhat whimsical song*
S tea lin ', s t e a l in ' ,  pretty mama don't you t e l l  on me,
I'm s te a lin ' back to  my same old  used-to-be#
Now put your arms around me l ik e  a c ir c le  'round the
sun,
I  want you to  love me l ik e  my easy rider done#
I f  you don't b e lieve  me look what a foo l I  been.
I f  you don't b e lieve  I'm sinkin' look what a hole
I'm in .
S te a lin ', s t e a l in ' ,  pretty mama don't .you t e l l  on me.
I'm ste a lin ' back to  my same old  used-to-be.
The woman I'm lo v in ' sh e's ju st my height and s iz e ,
She's a married woman come to  see me sometimes,
S te a lin ', s t e a l in ' ,  pretty mama don't you t e l l  on me.
I'm ste a lin ' back to  my same old  used-to-be.
®^Waters, " S t il l  a Fool," transcribed from a recording (Chess LP 1U2?).
®?Memphis Band, "S tea lin ', S tea lin ',"  transcribed from a 
recording (Folkways, Vol. I ,  RBF 1) .
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Not a l l  blues songs dealing with in f id e lity  show hopeless situ a tion s  
in  which fear of being caught and help less separation are predominate 
to p ic s . Leroy Carr fe e ls  a humorous sa tisfa c tio n  in  cuckoldry*
His wife i s  gone, but she was a l l  right with me, t
His w ife  i s  gone, but she was a l l  r ig h t w ith  me.
He would give her ninety-four d o llars, and she
would give me n inety-three.
Perhaps the best summation of the hopelessness o f the situ ation  
i s  given by the p r o lif ic  team of Brownie McGhee and Sonny Terry. Their 
song "Heart in  Sorrow" has a stanza which shows the hopeless in ev ita ­
b i l i t y  of a situ ation  in  which the participants fin d  themselves en­
tangled*
My babe packed her su itcase  and she started  to  the tra in .
S h e's  a. married woman, but I  love  her ju st the s a m e .  9
Some blues singers are more concerned with expressing th e ir  own 
sexual egoism, than with any possib le fear of r ep r isa l. There are, 
fo r  example, songs in  which one, or both, of the people committing 
in f id e l i t ie s  boast about th e ir  a c ts . Samuel Charters w rites that the 
women often boasted o f th e ir  a f fa ir s , but th a t’the " . . . men talked  
about th e ir  in f id e l i t ie s  even more than the women; sometimes boasting, 
sometimes complaining about the d i f f ic u lt ie s  o f meeting th e ir  women. "90 
The fear of rep risa l s t i l l  lurks behind many of the songs, regardless 
of the egocentric rantings o f the singer.
®®Leroy Carr, "I Believe I ' l l  Make a Change," transcribed from a 
recording (Columbia CL 1799)*
89MoGhee and Terry, "Heart in  Sorrow," from record album notes 
(Folkways FA 2327)* P« 6 .
90Charters, p. 50*
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Texas Alexander, using the term "monkey men" to  ind icate  West 
Indians or other Negroes who are d is ta s te fu l to  him, boasts of a 
sexual prowess that i s  sim ilar to  the t a l l  ta le  trad ition  in  Ameri­
can litera tu res
I  was raised on the desert, bom  in  a l io n 's  den,
I  was raised  on the desert, born in a l io n 's  den,
Says my ch ief occupation—taking 'monkey men's' women.
Big Joe Williams, as in  some of the songs discussed e a r lie r ,
uses the animal for a symbolic comparison, but even h is  boasting use
of the sexual double-entendre i s  not enough to  keep h is  woman trues
I  went home la s t  night babe, just about the break of
day,
I  went And grabbed the p illow  where my baby used to
lay .
I'm a rootin ' ground hog, you gonna need me some sweet
day.
Well look a t what Po' Joe done lo s t ,  eeh w e ll, cause
he'«s so far  away.
I'm a rootin ' ground hog babe, and I roots everywhere
I  go.
I'm a rootin ' ground hog babe, and I  roots everywhere
I  go,
{spokerQ Lay i t  on me boy, i t ' s  bad I
I'm try in ' to  keep my woman from takih' my lo v in ';  she
ended up g iv in ' i t  to  So-and-So.^
B. K. Turner (Black Ace) sang one of the most blunt double­
entendre songs found in  the b lues, and h is  boasting i s  something le s s  
than subties
I  been a mighty good b u ll cow, Oh Lord, but I  got to  go,
I  been a mighty good b u ll cow, Oh Lord, but I  got to  go,
I  found me a pigmeat h e ifer , I  can t e l l  by the way she low s.
She lows a l l  night long, you can hear her for  a so lid  m ile.
^ O liv er , Slues F e l l , p* 117. 
92 ib id ., p. 119.
She lows a l l  night long, you can hear her fo r  a so lid  m ile,
I  can't stand to  hear her low, I  cried je s ' l ik e  a c h ile .
Whoa babe, your b u ll cow got to  go,
Whoa babe, your b u ll cow got to  go,
I  can't stay here no longer, she c a lls  me when she lows.
Mima, I'm gone, with a horn long as your right arm,
Mama, I'm gone, with a horn long as your right arm.
And when I  get to  hookin', I ' l l  have me a brand new happy
home.
Good-bye, good-bye, an* I  don't see you no mo',
Good-bye, mama, i f  I  don't see you no mo',
Just remember me a t n ight, when your hear mammy's h eifer
low .93
Turner boasts of h is  sexual prowess and h is  a b i l i ty  to  always fin d  a
"brand new happy home," but th is  can work both ways, as when B essie
Smith brags that she w ill  take the man next door away from h is  woman:
I  a in 't  gonna cry, I  a in 't  gonna grieve or moan,
I  a in 't  gonna cry, I  a in 't  gonna grieve or moan.
I'm gonna take my fr ien d 's  man, the one who's liv in g
next d o o r . 9^
Edith Johnson, l ik e  B essie Smith, i s  sure of her a b i l i ty  to  fin d
another man, and brags of her s k i l l  in  acquiring new loversj
1 got one upsta irs, one downstairs, one across the s tr e e t ,
Got your eyes wide open, but you're sound a s le e p .95
As in  the case of Leroy Carr, Miss Johnson seems to  take a certa in
sa tis fa c t io n  in  cuckoldry.
Big B i l l  Broonzy f o r t i f i e s  h is  ego by bragging o f h is  a b i l i ty  to
s te a l  a woman from another man, but h is  boasting i s  not without reg rets ,
a s one can see by the second stanza:
9 3 l b i d . ,  p .  1 2 1 .
9i*shirley, p. 202.
^E dith  Johnson, "Nickel's Worth o f Liver," transcribed from a 
recording (Riverside RLP 150).
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I  got a gal named W illie  Mae, and she l iv e s  in  the low,
low land,
I  got a ga l named W illie  Mae, and she l iv e s  in  the low,
low land.
Now the way I  got that woman I  declare, I  s to le  her from
another man.
A ll my l i f e  baby, you know I'v e  had to  roam.
A ll my l i f e  baby, you know I 'v e  had to  roam,
Lord, ju st on account of me breakin1 up one
poor man's home,
W illie  Mae, W illie  Mae,
W illie  Mae, W illie  Mae, don't you hear me ca llin g  you?
Lord, i f  I  don't get my W illie  Mae, a in 't  none other
gonna do.9°
Brownie McGhee sang o f a humorous s itu a tio n  which arose in  early  
19^1 when the Array had begun to  draft men immediately prior to  World 
War I I .  McGhee quite c lever ly  saw the Army as an unwitting partner 
fo r  h is  future in f id e l i t i e s ,  and found that he could not help but 
. boast of h is  prowess with women, especially .now  that th e ir  men would 
be gone*
Uncle Sam a in 't  no woman, but he sure can take your man,
Uncle Sam a in 't  no woman, but he sure can take your man,
Yes, gonna be many a young w ife l e f t  back here cold in
hand.
Uncle Sam w il l  send you your questionnaire—what in  the
world are you going to  do?
Uncle Sam w il l  send you your questionnaire—what in  the
world are you going to  do?
Well you know you gotta  go—-no need fe e l in '  b lue.
Well, a l l  you young men looks worried, blues as blue can
be.
Well, a l l  you young men looks worried, blues as blue can
be,
Well, I 'v e  always got a smile on my face, Uncle Sam sh a ll
be my frien d .
^Broonzy, "W illie Mae,H transcribed from a recording (Mercury 
SE 60822).
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Well, i t ' s  when you gone to  the camp, no need to  think
about home.
Well, i t ' s  when you gone to  the camp, no need to  think
about home.
I ' l l  be back carryin ' your coa l, and keepin' in  try in '
to  oarry your business on .°'
McGhee's boasting in  the above song may eventually  lead  to  reg rets , 
perhaps caused by a g u ilty  conscience, or, more l ik e ly ,  because he w i l l  
f in d  that someone e ls e  i s  always more capable. Henry Williams shows a
philosophical thread th at i s  o ften  found in  the b lues songs. The
philosophical tra in  of thought d if fe r s  a great deal from the boasting o f  
Brownie McGhee's song, and we fin d  that a m editative se lf-e v a lu a tio n  
forms the b asis  o f Mr. Williams' song.
Did you ever wake up lon esom e~a ll by yourself?
Did you ever wake up lonesom e--all by y o u rse lf?
And the one you love  was loving someone e lse?
I  wrote these b lu es, I'm gonna sing them as I  p lease,
I  wrote these b lu es. I'm gonna sing them as I  p lease,
I'n? the only one lik in g  the way I'm singing them, ,
I ' l l  swear to  goodness th e re 's  no one e ls e  t 'p le a s e ,
I  t e l l  you people, I  don't know your name,
I  t e l l  you people, I  don't know your name.
But takin' other men's women—I ' l l ,  swear to  God you'd
do the same,9°
Williams str ik es  an apologetic  and pleading tone that i s  in  strong 
contrast to  the boasting of Brownie McGhee.
The r e f le c t iv e  q u a lity  o f  Henry Williams i s  o ften  found in  the  
blues songs, but much more frequent, however, are the boasting songs, 
M ississip p i Bracey sin gs a song th at has more in  common with Brownie 
McGhee than with Henry Williams t {
^ O liv e r , Blues F e l l , pp* 252-253*
^ Ib id .*  p. 299*
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You! got a bad husband now, baby, that w il l  bo a lr ig h t ,
You got a bad husband now, baby, that w ill  be a lr ig h t ,
I  w il l  dodge your husband l ik e  a rabbit dodge a dog at
n ig h t ,"
Although th is  typo of boasting i s  found more o ften , the simple p h ilo ­
sophical songs of advice, and self-exam ination cannot be disregarded, 
fo r  they play an important part in  understanding the l iv e s  of the b lues  
sin g er s .
John Lee Hooker takes the subject o f marriage and gives advice
t o  the l is te n e r , most o f which i s  based on h is  own se lf-eva lu a tion s
When my f i r s t  w ife l e f t  me, she l e f t  my heart in  misery,
When ray f i r s t  wife l e f t  me, she l e f t  ray heart in  misery,
Ever since that day boys, I  don't think I  ever love  again.
I f  I  can get her back again. I ' l l  never roam no more,
I f  I  can get her back again. I ' l l  never roam no more,
I  had a good w ife, but I  d id  not trea t her r ig h t .
I t ' s  my fa u lt ,  I  only have m yself to  blame.
I t ' s  my fa u lt ,  I  only have m yself to  blame,
She would have been home r igh t now, i f  I  hadn't wanted
every woman th at I  se e .
I  found out one thing people, these women don't mean
, you no good,
I  found out one thing people, these women don't mean ,
you no good,
You m istreat a good g ir l  fo r  some woman, then s h e ' l l  
turn around and turn her back on you.
I'm havin' bad luck* bad luck ever since she been gone.
I'm havin' bad luck, bad luck ever since she been gone.
When she l e f t  home, Lord, I  did not tre a t her r ig h t . '0®
Blind W illie  McTell, l ik e  John Lee Hooker, has advice to  o ffe r  on
th e  subject o f marriage and women, but unlike Hooker, he makes v ir tu a lly
99charters, p . $0.
100Hooker, "My F irst Wife Left Me,B transcribed from a recording 
(Vee Jay 8502).
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no attempt a t se lf-eva lu ation s
I  used to  see a married woman, sw eetest woman that ever
was bom ,
But I  changed that th ing, you'd b etter  l e t  married women
alone.
Take ray advice, l e t  these married women be,
'cause th e ir  husband w i l l  grab you, 
beat you ragged as a cedar tr e e .
When a woman says she love you about as good as she do
h erse lf,
I  don't pay her no a tten tion , t i l l  she says that same
lin e  with somebody e ls e .
I  r e a lly  don't b e liev e  no one in  the whole round world
do r ig h t,
Act l ik e  an angel in  the daytime, but m istreat poor me
a t n igh t . 101 •
Some sin gers, l ik e  Curley Weaver, cannot help giving advice and 
bragging a t the same tim e. Weaver, when he reaches the second stanza, 
completely forgets the advice given in  the f i r s t  stanza?
Now l i s t e n  good buddy and l e t  a l l  married women be,
'Cause th e ir  husband w il l  grab you, beat you ragged
as a cedar tr e e .
I t  makes no d ifference baby, i f  you changed your lock
f andiK§y» *'Cause too  many women want a hot-shot l ik e  me.
The philosophical songs which deal with in f id e l i ty  are varied and 
d if f ic u l t  to  organize in to  any coherent pattern, for  the songs combine 
the elements o f threat, warning, susp icion , v io len ce, advice, and s e l f -  
examination. Some of the songs are short and terse  statem ents, such as 
W illie  Baker's comment on those who commit in f id e l i t ie s )
101Blind W illie  McTell, "Searching the Desert Blues," transcribed  
from a recording (RCA LPV 518)*
1°2curley Weaver, "Ticket Agent," transcribed from a recording 
(Blues C lassics 5 ) ,
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Take a mighty crooked -woman to treat a good man wrong,
Take a mighty crooked woman to  treat a good man wrong,
Take a mighty mean man to  take another man's home.1°3
Other songs, such as McGhee and Terry's "You'd Better Mind," contain
advice on how to  prevent in f id e lity :
Your woman goes out, comes home la te .
Watch out buddy, you a in 't  teachin' her s tra ig h t.
You got to  be a rea l good lover to  hold that l in e ,
You'd better  mind, Oh you'd better mind,
You may lo se  the woman you love any o ld  tim e.
When you love, you b etter  love and t h r i l l ,
I f  you don't somebody w il l ,
You got to  be a rea l good lover to  hold th at l in e ,
You'd b etter  mind, Oh you'd b etter  mind.
You may lo se  the woman you love any old  tim e.
You laugh and grin a l l  in  your face,
Watch out buddy, he w il l  take your p lace.
You got to  be a rea l good lover to  hold that l in e .
You'd b etter  mind, Oh you'd b etter mind,
You may lo se  the woman you love  any o ld  tim e.
Sara Martin, Ida Cox, and Bessie Smith were a l l  involved in  songs
o f advice and r e f le c t io n . Sara Martin sang:
I 'v e  got to  have a daddy to  t e l l  my troubles to ,
I've  got to  have a daddy to  t e l l  my troubles to ,
One who knows how to  love me and keep me .from being blue.
Loving night and day i s  the thing I  crave,
Loving night and day i s  the thing I crave,
Give me lo t s  of loving and I ' l l  be your s la v e .
L it t le  drops of water, only grains o f sand,
L it t le  drops o f water, only grains of sand,
Every sen sib le  woman should have a back-door man.'0-*
^°3Willie Baker, "No, No, Blues," transcribed from a recording 
(Blues C lassics 5)•
10^cGhee and Terry, "You'd Better Mind," transcribed from a 
recording (Roulette 25074).
^°^01iver, Blues F e l l , p. 96.
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The f i r s t  stanza s ta te s  Miss M artin's problem, while the second t e l l s  
o f her desire* I t  i s  the th ird  stanza, however, th at i s  important, 
for  i t  i s  here that tie fin d  her giving her women l is te n e r s  some advice, 
and we cone to  r ea liz e  that perhaps Brownie McQhee and Sonny Terry's 
suggestion fo r  the men to  "love and th r ill"  contains more truth than 
realized*
Ida Cox becomes somewhat more philosophical than Sara Martin, 
and manages to give her audience a more d eta iled  advice. I t  i s  in ter ­
estin g  to  note that Miss Cox cannot help making use o f her sexual prowess 
by boasting in  the la s t  stanzat
When you lo se  your money, don't lo se  your mind.
When you lo se  your money, don't lo se  your mind,
* When you lo se  your good man, p lease, don't mess with mine*
I'm gonna buy me a b u ll dog, watch my man while he s leep s,
I'm gonna buy me a  b u l l  dog, watch my man w h ile  he s le e p s ,  
JjLncoherentJ a fr a id  he might make a fou r day creep*
Yes, I'm gonna t e l l  you, a in 't  gonna t e l l  you nothin' e ls e ,
Yes, I'm gonna t e l l  you, a in 't  gonna t e l l  you nothin' e ls e .
Any woman's a fo o l to  claim him, sh e's got a whole man by
h erse lf .
But i f  you got a good man, and don't want him taken away
from you,
But i f  you got a good man, and don't want him taken away
from you,
Don't ever t e l l  your friend , woman, what your man can do.
I  may be old, high up in  the years,
I  may be old , high up in  the years,
But I  can s t i l l  part with him, without shedding my te a r s .
I'm a big fa t mama, with the meat shaking on my bones.
I'm a big fa t  mama, with the meat shaking on my bones,
And everytime I shake i t ,  some s i l l y  gal lo se s  her home.10®
^^Ida Cox, "Four Day Creep," transcribed from a recording 
(Vanguard VRS 8523/4).
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Neither Ida Cox nor Sara Martin engage in  any close examination
of th e ir  inner thoughts, but are mainly content in  sta tin g  fa c ts  and
passing out advice. Ida Cox manages to  give counsel on keeping a man
a t home, while a t the same time boasting of the ease with which she can
fin d  a new one. B essie Smith i s  far more se lf-a n a ly tic a l than e ith er
Sara Martin or Ida Cox, and her deeply moving "Young Woman's Blues"
seems to  be an attempt to  ju s t ify  her errors. The song i s  a lso  unusual
in  the sense that i t  does not f i t  the typ ica l blues song formula of
verse, but i t  i s  probably one of Miss Smith's most touching performances.
I t  should be pointed out that the l in e  " . . .  Nobody knows my name"
appears as the t i t l e  of a c o llec tio n  of essays by Negro author James
Baldwin.
Woke up th is  momin'
^Lncoherent3
Look beside me on the p illow , „
My man had gone away.
On h is p illow  he l e f t  a note:
"Reason I'm ^incoherent} you got my goat.
No time to  marry, no time to  s e t t le  down."
I'm a young woman, and a in 't  done runnin' 'round.
I'm a young woman, and a in 't  done runnin', 'round.
Some people c a ll  me a hobo.
Some c a ll  me a bum.
Nobody knows my name,
Nobody knows what I 'v e  done.
I'm as good as any woman in  your town. ^
I  a in 't  no high y e lla r .
I'm a deep yellow-brown,
I  a in 't  gonna marry,
A in't gonna s e t t le  down,
I'm gonna drink good moonshine.
And run th ese  browns down.
See that lonesome road?
Lord, you know i t ' s  gotta end,
And I'm a good woman,
5**
And I  can get plenty men.
Bessie Smith saw no end to  her misery, and the only answer appeared to
be in  a lcohol, the hope o f finding new men, and the end to  the long
"lonesome road."
Lowell Fulsom shows some o f the same regrets for  h is  in f id e l i t i e s ,  
but instead o f turning to  alcohol and ju stify in g  him self with excuses, 
he only hopes that he can ask for forgiveness and be allowed to  return 
to  h is  once happy home. Fulsom ind icates that he has examined h is  
fa u lts , but the song lacks the fee lin g  o f in te n sity  found in  Bessie Smith's 
verse*
I  had a good woman, but I  just wouldn't l e t  her be,
X had a good woman, but I  ju st wouldn't l e t  her be,
I  l e t  a no good woman make a fo o l o f  me.
My baby sh e's gone and I'm goin* to lo se  my mind,
My baby she's gone and I'm goin' to  lo se  jay mind.
Because a good woman i s  so doggone hard to  fin d .
I  learned my lesson  and I  won't do th is  again,
I  learned my lesson  and I  won't do th is  again,
M istreat my baby, take a no good woman fo r  my friend .
I'm gonna find  my baby, f a l l  down on my knees,
I'm gonna find  my baby, f a l l  down on my knees.
I'm gonna keep on beggin', take me back mama, i f
you p lease. °
Lonnie Johnson a lso  sings advice and r e f le c ts  on h is surroundings 
in  a song ca lled  "Growing Rooster Blues." The song i s  unique as a good 
summing up o f  various a ttitu d es taken by Negroes o f  the lower economic 
c la sse s .
1°?Bessie Smith, "Young Woman's ELues," transcribed from a recording 
(Columbia CL 857)•
Lowell Fulsom, "Good Woman Blues," transcribed from a recording 
(Arhoolie F1006).
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What makes the rooster crow every morning before day,
What makes the roostdr crow every morning before day,
To l e t  the pimps know that the working man i s  on h is way.
We up before sunrise, s lav in ' sixteen  hours a day,
We up before sunrise, s la v in ’ six teen  hours a day.
We pay our house-rent and grocery b i l l s ,  and the pimps
get the r e s t  o f our pay.
Men, we've got to  get togothor, something's got to  be done.
We make the money, while the pimps r ea lly  have the fun.
And while th ere 's  only house-rent and grocery b i l l s ,  no-one,
no-fun.
Men, can't you see you can't keep a whole woman to  yourself?
Men, can't you see you can't keep a whole woman to  yourself?
I f  your best friend can't get your woman, h e ' l l  frame her for
somebody e ls e .
Something about some women that I  never could understand,
Something about some women that I  never could understand.
They not s a t i s f i e d  w ith  a good husband, th ey  want some oth er
woman's man. '
Johnson's song i s  an amazing tour de force re flec tin g  the a ttitu d es o f  
certain  Negroes, and the theme o f  in f id e li ty  i s  read ily  apparent through­
out the p iece.
5
I t  i s  the search fo r  new lovers, motivated by the loose relationsh ip
o f many Negro fa m ilies , that has brought about the complex problem of
in f id e l i t y .  The reasons for  needing a new partner are many and varied.
Sometimes a woman needs a youthful and energetic love which can no
longer be found in  her present mate, and so, she turns to  a new lover .
K. C. Douglas, the unfortunate victim , sings:
Yes, I'm a poor old watchdog, try in ' to  find  myself a bone.
Yes, I'm a poor old  watchdog, try in ' to  find myself a bone,
1^ Lonnie Johnson, "Crowing Rooster Blues," transcribed from a 
recording (RCA LPV 518)*
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You know my m istress got a young watchdog, and she done
drove me away from home.
She say I used to  be a good watchdog, but I done got too
old  and grey,
She say I  used to  be a good watchdog, but I  done got too
old and grey.
And th a t's  why she got a young watchdog, and she done
drove poor me away.
She used to  feed me, but now she don't even throw me a bone.
She used to  feed me, but now she don't even throw me a bone.
That's why I'm d r if t in ' ,  d r if t in ' .  I'm try in ' to  fin d  m yself. _
a home.
Helen Humes finds that she i s  liv in g  with a man who i s  ir r e s is t ib le  
to  women, and she finds h erself pleading for  h is  return:
I  woke up th is  morning, ro lled  from side to  side,
I  woke up th is  morning, ro lled  from sid e to  sid e,
I  grabbed my pillow , Lord, how I  screamed and cried .
Heaven made you, brownskin, the angels gave you coal
black hair.
Heaven made you, brownskin, the angels* gave you coal
black hair,
A brownskin man get a good woman most everywhere.
Oh Lord, l is t e n  to  my p lea,
Oh Lord, l is t e n  to  my plea,
Please hear my cry and give me back my used-to-be. 1
The man may turn a deaf ear to  such pleas as those delivered by
Miss Humes, and packing h is few personal belongings, he w il l  leave her 
fo r  a younger and more sexually appetizing woman. The sexual connotations 
expressed in  the th ird  stanza of the follow ing song serve as warning to  
the woman that she i s  no longer capable of giving the man the sa t is fa c ­
t io n  that he once knew, and in  the la s t  stanza, we hear the singer ex­
pressing the sexual a ttrib u tes of the new woman:
^^Douglas, "Watch Dog B lu es,"  transcribed from a recording (Pres­
t ig e  10?3) .
^ O liv e r ,  Blues F e l l , p . 103.
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I  got a brown across town, sh e's t a l l  as a sycamore tree ,
I  got a brown across town, sh e's t a l l  as a sycamore tre e .
Says she walked thru' rain and snow trying to  ease that
thing on me.
I  b elieve  I ' l l  pack my su itcase , leave my home,
I believe  I ' l l  pack my su itcase , leave my home,
Yeah— 'cos every time I  see ray l i ' 1 woman, sh e's got her
gimmles on.
Says don't blame me, baby, from talking out o f my head.
Says don't blame me, baby, from talk ing out of my head.
Start worrying 'bout the movements you got, the springs
trembling on your bed.
She got a new way of trimming down a crazy man leave h is
home.
She got a new way of trimming down a crazy man leave h is
home.
Lord, the way she grabbed and turn you loose make the f le sh  •
tremble on your bones,112
When a new lover i s  found i t  i s  often  customary to  flaunt the new
mate in  front o f the old  one for  the pdrpose of revenge through Jealousy.
*
Walter Brown sang!
H ello, l i t t l e  g ir l ,  don't you remember me?
H ello, l i t t l e  g ir l ,  don't you remember me?
I  mean, been so long, but I  had a break you see .
Well, I'm doin' a l l  r igh t, found me a kewpie d o ll,
Well, I'm doin' a l l  right* found me a kewpie d o ll.
She l i v e s  two f l i g h t s  up, and she sends me w ith  her
sm ile .
She c a lls  me her lover, yes, and her beggar too,
She c a lls  me her lover, yes, and her beggar too ,
Now, a in 't  you sorry l i t t l e  g ir l ,  that my new l i t t l e
g i r l  a in * t y o u . ' ' 3
In a few instances a mild warning, coupled with a rea l attempt to
provide p leasu re  and happiness f o r  th e  mate, may s u f f i c e  t o  s to p  i n f i -
112I b id . ,  pp. 102- 103.
113Shirley, pp. 118-119*
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d e lity . Huddle Ledbetter t e l l s  us how th is  can be done in  a song ca lled
"Pretty Flower," whloh, l ik e  so many blues songs, I s  constructed of
double-entendres t
Yes, I  got a pretty flow er, way back in  my back yard,
Yes, I  got a pretty flow er, back in  my flower yard,
I  got a fence b u ilt  around i t .  Oh Lord, to  keep a l l
the chickens out.
Come by to  see me, Huddle, each and every day.
Come by to  see me. Huddle, each and every day.
Well, i f  you cane by to  see my pretty flower w e ll,
you sure b etter  stay  away.
You got the same kind o f flower I  got, why do you
wanna bother mine?
You got the same kind o f flower I  got, why do you
wanna bother mine?
Tend to  yours and tr e a t  them Just r igh t, that would
be Just f in e .
Water my flower every morning and evening 'fore the
sun goes down,
. Water my flower every morning and evening 'fore  the
sun goes down,
Let me t e l l  you one th ing, Ledbetter, X got the sweet­
e s t  flower In th is  town*
You can't t e l l  me how to  tre a t my pretty  flow er, (what
I  mean) I  got my own way,
You can't t e l l  me how to  trea t my pretty ,flow er, I  got
my own way.
I'm gonna trea t my l i t t l e  flower so good ooh. Lord, my .
back y a r d 'll  be so n ice and gay.11^
K. C. Douglas, l ik e  Walter Brown, finds that a new mate s a t i s f ie s
h is  mind, and perhaps there Is  even a new way of l i f e  waiting for  him,
a l i f e  in  which there may now be some s ta b il i ty ,  happiness, and peace.
Perhaps the l i f e  with the new companion w i l l  be one in  which, as
K. C. Douglas sang " • • • I  don't have to  lo se  my mind*"-
U % loses Asch and Alan Lomax, ed .. The Leadbelly Songbook (New York,
I 9 6 2 ) ,  p .  3 6 .
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No more crying, and no more fee lin g  blue.
No more crying, and no more fee lin g  blue,
I  done found somebody, and I  don't have to  cry
over you.
I  done found somebody, love me night and day,
I  done found somebody, love  me night and day,
You can pack up your su itcase , and be on your
merry way.
X done found somebody stays a t home a t  n ight,
X done found somebody stays a t  home a t n ight,
I  done found, somebody, and I  don't have to  fu ss
and f ig h t .
I  done found somebody trea ts  me nice and kind,
I  done found somebody tre a ts  me nice and kind,
I  done found somebody, and I  don't have to  lo se ,.
my mind. ■^■■5
But the fee lin g  o f  possib le  in f id e lity  lin g er s , and the Negro blues 
singer find s i t  hard to  d isp e l. There i s  always the chance that a person 
w il l  arrive who w il l  pick the "pretty flower" that led b etter  i s  so fond
Ok
o f .  Clara Smith expressed the help lessness o f the whole situ a tion  when 
she sang:
i I f  you tafee my daddy, take my daddy, I  hope you
be kind and tru e.
I f  you take my daddy, take my daddy, I  hope you
be kind and true,
Just l ik e  you took him from me, somebody's sure
to  take him from you.H^
Clara Smith's song expresses the never ending cycle o f in f id e li ty ,  
and there i s  a resigned fee lin g  when she informs us th at " . . .  i f  no­
body wanted him, neither would I ."^ -7 Samuel Charters has w ritten th at
■^ •-5Douglas, «No More Crying," transcribed from a recording (Pres­
t ig e  1023) .
11^Charters, p. 66.
117Ibid .
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*
i f  the love  has ended, then the rela tion sh ip  can sometimes be terminated
without b ittern ess , hatred, and violence* "There Is ,"  w rites Charters,
"a common verse expressing th e  thoughts o f a man and a woman as they
stand together for  a la s t  moment, trying to  think o f something to  say*"
Mr* Charters then quotes the follow ing verse:
I'm leaving, now, l e t ' s  shake hand in  hand.
I'm leaving now, l e t ' s  shake hand in  hand,
I'm going to  fin d  me another woman, you b etter  fin d
you another man.- -^®
Finding a new companion may, a f te r  a l l ,  be the only so lu tion , and one can
only hope that with a new partner there w i l l  come a time when, as
K* C* Douglas has sung, "I done found somebody, and I  don't have to  lo se
my mind*"
6
The fear  that a new lover  may be found w il l  continue to  haunt the  
blues singer, and in ev itab ly  an attempt o f  some type w ill  be made to  
stop the cycle o f in f id e lity *  We have seen e a r lie r  that implied th reats  
o f  violence can sometimes cause fea r , but never does I t  seem to  stop In­
f id e l i t y .  Some sin gers. In sp ite  o f  th e ir  fear , manage to  boast o f 
sexual process and numerous in f id e l i t i e s .  Others, l ik e  Blind W illie  
McTell, have warned us that women should be l e f t  alone, "'cause th e ir  
husband w il l  grab you, beat you ragged as a cedar tree*" Like the search  
fo r  new lovers, the threat' o f  possib le  v iolence returns again and again  
to  the blues songs*
The Negro blues songs are f i l l e d  with the warnings and th reats o f
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v io len ce , even I f  few o f  the songs contain descrip tions o f  actu a l
v io len ce  i t s e l f *  Like the characters o f  Claude McKay's novel, the
blues singers fin d  th e ir  l iv e s  o ften  darkened with scenes o f  threatened
v io len ce , and they express t h is  impending violence in  various ways
through th e ir  music. I n f id e l ity  can certa in ly  be c ite d  as one o f the
c h ie f  causes o f Negro v io len ce , and th is  in  turn, i s  almost always the
r esu lt  o f  the uninhibited anger which Mr. Myrdal has spoken of* The
f i r s t  inkling o f  impending danger comes when the blues singer g ives
v e ile d  and im plied warnings, which eventually  may lead  to  open th r e a ts ,
and then to  possib le  violence*
The f i r s t  warnings are usu a lly  weak, almost as i f  the sin ger hopes
th at the in f id e l i ty ,  which causes him so much inward pain, w i l l  stop  of
i t s  own accord. W illie  Newbem threatens to  disown h is  woman., who does-
n ' t  r e a lly  seem to  take much stock in  h is rather lim pid warning th at
she n • • • can't be mine no more." Newbem sings:
I 'v e  got a dreamy-eyed woman, l iv e s  down on Cherry S treet,
I 'v e  got a dreamy-eyed woman, l iv e s  down on Cherry S treet,
An' she laughs and chaffs with every brownskin o l '  man
she meet*
So I  to ld  her la s t  n ight and a l l  the night before,
And I  to ld  her la s t  night and a l l  th e  night before,
'Say i f  you don't q u it some o f your s tr u t t in *, baby,
you can't be mine no more.'
Put both hands on her hips and these are the words she
said ,
Put both hands on her hips and these are the words she
said .
Said, 'Big boy I  couldn't miss you i f  the good Lord to ld
me you was dead. '^-9
^ ^ o iiv e r , Blues F e l l ,  p . 99*
6 2
The threat o f breaking up the re la tion sh ip , i f  one o f the partners i s
untrue to  the other, i s  the weakest p ossib le  revenge, for  the adulterous
mate, as we see in  the example o f  W illie  Newbem's woman, u su a lly  couldn 't
care l e s s .  The b lues singer threatens to  leave , but the threat takes on
the q u a lity  o f  a pleading b lu f f .  The singer sometimes turns th e  th rea t
upon h im self, and we hear the id le  warning th at he would rather " • « •
drink muddy w ater," than to  a llow  present conditions to  continue t
Babe, we got to  have our l i t t l e  ta lk ,
I  ought to  pack up my th ings and walk,
I  know a d o llar  goes from hand to  hand.
Before I 'd  l e t  you go from man to  man.
I 'd  rather drink muddy water,
Sleep in  a hollow lo g .
Worked fo r  you ju st l ik e  a Georgia mule.
My frien d s laughed and they c a lle d  me a fo o l ,
Your k isses  are as sweet as can be.
But 'fore  I ' l l  l e t  you make a sap out o f  me.
I 'd  rather drink muddy water, ,
Sleep in  a hollow lo g .
Love you baby but you won't be fa ir ,
You don't know how to  be on th e  square.
Have your fun baby i f  you must.
Before I ' l l  have a woman that I  can't tr u s t .
I 'd  rather drink muddy water, ./
Sleep in  a hollow lo g .* 20
The th reat, one f e e l s ,  i s  an id le  warning, but th em  i s ,  however, a 
strong fe e lin g  o f  suppressed anger,
Robert Brown makes one o f  the more ty p ic a l b lues song th rea ts when 
he t e l l s  h is  woman that he w i l l  * • , • make a change,n but ju st how t h i s  
"change" w i l l  cause a d ifference in  h is  woman's a ttitu d e  and action s i s  not 
r e a lly  apparent. Brown's warning seems somehow as in e ffe c tiv e  a s  the pre­
vious threat to  " • • •  s leep  in  a hollow log ,"
‘ 120S h irley , p . 213.
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X used to  love  you baby, used to  love to  hear you
c a l l  my name,
I  used to  love  you baby, used to  love to  hear you
c a l l  my name.
But you tr e a t  me so mean. Hoot I  b e liev e  I ' l l  make
a change I
I  put you in  my k itchen, t o  cook on my brand new
range,
I  put you In my kitchen, to  cook on my brand new
range.
But you didn* cook nothin' I  t e l l  you sweet mama.
Hoot I  b e lie v e  I ' l l  make a changet
You go away, mama, and you stay night and day,
I  kept on beggin' you to  change your low-down ways.
You're gonna come home one o f these mornings.
I ' l l  be l ia b le  to  pack up your doggone th in gs.
Just to  l e t  you know, sweet mama, Hoot I  w il l  be
raakin' a change.
W ell, I  wait fo r  you, mama, in  the Ice and ra in .
And you wait fo r  ray payday, so you can spend my
change,
Then t e l l  everybody th at you're my b a ll  and chain,
But you a in 't  gon' be no more, sweet mama. Hoot
'cause I  b e lie v e  I ' l l  make a change I121
Muddy Waters t e l l s  h is  woman th at I f  her present in f id e l i t i e s
continue there w i l l  be an eventual lo s s  o f  her " • • • happy home,"
a somewhat paradoxical statem ent. I f  the home,were tr u ly  happy there
would seem to  be l i t t l e  reason fo r  the woman's in f id e l i t y .  The threat
o f  Muddy Waters I s  so weak th at he even t e l l s  h is  woman that he doesn't
mind her unfaith fu lness a s long as she returns home. Waters t e l l s  her to
S a il on, s a i l  on, my l i t t l e  honey bee, s a i l  on.
‘ S a il on, s a i l  or, my l i t t l e  honey bee, s a i l  on.
You gonna keep on s a i l in ' ,
; T i l l  you lo s e  your happy home,
’ S a il on, s a i l  on, my l i t t l e  honey bee, s a i l  on.
S a il  on, s a i l  on, my l i t t l e  honey bee, s a i l  on.
I  don't mind your s a i l in ' .
But please don't s a i l  so long,
*•
123-Ibid., p . 255«
I  hear a l o t  o f buzzing,
Sounds l ik e  my l i t t l e  honey bee,
I  hear a lo t  o f buzzing.
Sounds l ik e  my l i t t l e  honey bee.
She been a l l  round the world makin' honey,
But now she i s  cornin' back home to  me.122
Elmo James, in  a sometimes incoherent song, t e l l s  o f a s itu a tio n
str ik in g ly  l ik e  th at o f Muddy Waters;
I  don't want no woman (who picks up(?H every
downtown man she meets,
I  don't want no woman (who picks up(? J] every
downtown man she meets.
W ell, sh e's  [ju st no good(?]Q and shouldn't
be allowed on the s tr e e ts .
I  b e lie v e , I  b e liev e  my time a in ’t  long,
I  b e lie v e , I  b e liev e  my time a in 't  long.
I'm gonna leave my baby and break up my
Tommy McClennan's rough voice and incoherent words manage to  ex-
I  got a brownskin woman with her front tooth crowned
with gold,
I  got a brownskin woman with her front tooth  crowned
with gold.
She got a l ie n  on my body, and a mortgage on my sou l.
Now fr ien d  don't l e t  your good woman (tr e a t( ? )j you 
l ik e  t h is  woman (treat (?)j me.
Now frien d  don't l e t  your good woman [trea t(? )j you 
l ik e  th is  woman (treat(?)J me,
Got me stone crazy about her, how £darn fo o l can
Now baby, I  a in ' t  gonna t e l l  nobody 'bout the way you
do,
Now baby, I  a in ' t  gonna t e l l  nobody 'bout the way you
do,
Say, you're always k ls s in 1 some fa t  mouth fo llow in ' you.
^22Waters, "Honey Bee," transcribed from a recording (Chess
ho
press yet another weak threat:
K T fl be?
LP 1427).
12^Elmo James, "Dust My Broom," transcribed from a recording 
(Blues C lassics 5) .
65
Now I  to ld  you once, baby, and I  a in 't  gonna t e l l  you no
more.
Now I  to ld  you once, baby, and I  a in 't  gonna t e l l  you no
more,.
Next time I  t e l l  you. I'm sure gonna l e t  you go.
McClennan's threat to  l e t  h is  woman go seems incredibly  weak when we 
have already been to ld  that she has "a lien"  on h is  body "and a mortage" 
on h is  so u l. The sin ger 's threat i s  impotent to  say the le a s t ,  fo r  one 
has the fee lin g  that h is  unfaithful woman r ea lly  doesn't care what he 
does. McClennan has already warned her - ic e ,  but obviously to  no a v a il .
Charlie Burse and Sam Hopkins demonstrate tra n sitio n s from the 
weak threat o f severing the rela tion sh ip , to  the more pronounced warning 
that perhaps something w il l  be done about the problem, but the singer i s  
not quite sure what i t  w il l  be. One thing i s  certain , however; the threat
has now become more emphatic and tinged with a v e ile d  hint o f physical
v io len ce . Charlie Burse, in  fa c t, sings what appears to  be an open 
th reat, but the la s t  l in e  becomes a muffled and vague warning which i s  not 
e n tire ly  decipherable due p a r tia lly  to  the Negro d ia lect:
You been tip p in ' around on me baby, .f
But that awful tim e's gonna t e l l .
You been tip p in ' around on me baby.
But th at awful tim e's gonna t e l l .
And i f  I  ever catch up with you baby, .
£( ‘t / la s t  l in e  not coherentj. ^ 5
Sam Hopkins warns that " . . .  th e r e ' l l  come a day" when he no 
longer puts up with h is  woman's deeds, and the th reat, due to  an ominous
sound in  h is  vo ice , seems to  be l e s s  id le  ta lk  than in  those ly r ic s  seen
12i+Tommy McClennan, "Brownskin Woman," transcribed from a reoording 
(RCA LPV 518).
^ 5 ch a r lie  Bur3e , "Tippin' Round," transcribed from a recording 
(Folkways RBF 202).
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earlier*
I  give that woman a l l  my money,
Just l ik e  she was a queen.
That's why I'm wondering why.
She trea t poor me so mean.
My mama she to ld  me, now I  understand.
I t ' s  just on account of that woman,
Lovin' another man,
But th a t 's a l l  r ig h t ,
I  b e lieve  th e r e ' l l  come a day,
Yes, when i t  do, I  don't b elieve  I ' l l  put up l i t t l e  g ir l .
With your lowdown ways. ^ 6
"Devil i s  Watching You," as sung by Sam Hopkins, i s  another v e iled  threat,
and th is  time the warning i s  emphasized by an incessant rhythm which
only accentuates the fee lin g  o f a suppressed violence:
You'd b etter  be careful about whafyou do,
I  just wanted to  remind £you,] the d ev il i s  watching you.
Yes, you b etter  be carefu l woman, about every l i t t l e  thing
you do.
ft
You may go to  buy groceries, in  a grocery store ,
But I  want to  t e l l  you, the d ev il gonna watch you everywhere
you go.
You'd b etter  be carefu l, you know the d ev il i s  watchin' you.
You can beg, cheat, and borrow,
You can s te a l a l i t t l e  too .
You may hide i t  from me.
But the d ev il i s  watchin' you,
Oh, dev il i s  watchin1 you.
You may take my money, go have some fun too ,
But you'd b etter  be carefu l, the d ev il i s  watchin' you,
He's gonna bring i t  back, just l ik e  you take i t  from me.
You know there a in ' t  nothing unpossible the d ev il can do. *2'
The most that these v e ile d  threats accomplish i s  a severing o f  the
re la tion sh ip , with the singer fee lin g  that perhaps he has gotten h is  r e -
126Hopkins, "Bad Luck and Trouble," transcribed from a recording 
(Folkways FS 3822).
127ibid .. "Devil i s  Watching You," transcribed from a recording 
(Vee Jay 1044-),
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venge by leaving the woman to  fend, for h e r se lf . This i s  rather iro n ic , 
since the woman already appears to have the upper hand, but a singer l ik e  
Big Joe Williams continues to  inform us that he 11 • . . a in 't  going to  
cry no more,” and manages to  p a r tia lly  delude him self in to  believ ing
th at he has had h is  r e v e n g e .^^8
The f i r s t  p ositive  action , outside o f leaving, i s  the threat to  
fin d  another companion to  take the place of the unfaith fu l one. The 
singer thus hopes to  achieve some sort o f  revenge by flaunting the fact  
th at the untrue mate was not r e a l ly  needed a fter  a l l ,  but th is  method 
o f revenge i s ,  in  many ways, as weak as the threat to  leave, since i t  
seems to  be more a method to  assuage the sin ger 's hurt pride than any­
thing e ls e .  Huddie Ledbetter g ives a good example o f th is  type o f song 
when he sings "Sail On L it t le  G irl, S a il Ont"
You can m istreat me baby.
But you can't when I go home.
You can m istreat me baby.
But you can't wheh I  go home.
I  got somebody there, s h e ' l l  make you leave me alone.
The p r o lif ic  Sam Hopkins sin gs "I Don't Need You.- Woman," which f a l l s  
in to  a vein  sim ilar to  that o f Ledbetter's song, and again, the sense of 
revenge i s  weakened by the fee lin g  that the singer i s  attempting to  
pacify  h is  own misery by a d isplay of boastfu lness. The boastfulness may 
be an attempt to  induce jealousy, and thus gain vengeance.
128william s, "Kingshighway Blues," from record album notes (Folkways *• 
FS 3820), p. 6 .
^ L ed b etter , "Sail On L it t le  G irl, S a il On," transcribed from a 
recording (RCA LPV 505)•
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I  don't need you woman,
I  got someone [who} seem to  understand,
I  don't need you woman,
I  got someone [who] seem to  understand.
The reason I  say that she understand,
. She don't keep runnin' from man to  man.
She's in  love with one,
And that someone she says i s  me.
She's in  love with just only one.
And that one i s  only me.
I  don't need a woman runnin' from man to  man,
Neither jumpin' from hand to  hand.
I  done to ld  you baby.
T i l l  I  c a n 't  hardly understand,
I don't want no woman,
I f  she got to  run from man to  man,
And I  don't need none that got to  jump from hand to  hand.
The threat to  find a new partner was not lim ited  to  male blues
sin g ers. Virginia Liston i s  shocked when her man t e l l s  her that he
could " . . .  stand to  see you d ie,"  and her threat to  " . . . get myself
%
another man" seems p ath etica lly  f u t i l e  in  the face of the fa c ts . She
s in g s j .
I  went to  the race-track,
My man he won,
Gave the money to  another ga l.
And wouldn't give me none;
You don't know, you don't know my mind.
You see m.e laughin',
Laughin' just to  keep from cry 'n '.
I  sa id  to  papa "Can you stand to  see me cry,"
He said  "Gal, I  can stand to  see you die,"
You don't know, you don't know my mind,
You see me laughin ',
Laughin' just to  keep from cry 'n '.
He sa id  he didn't want me,
I  wasn't good enough,
I'm gonna get myself another man
^H opkins, "I Don't Need You Woman," transcribed from a recording 
(Pickwick SPC 3013).
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And c a ll  h is  b lu f f .
You don't know, you don't know my mind.
You see me laughin '.
Laughin' 3ust to  keep from cry 'n ' .3 *
Big B i l l  Broonzy describes a woman who always " . . .  had four or 
f iv e  cousins around," but only u n til the singer " . . .  done got wise" 
to  " . . . the way you women do," and now " . . .  X done got me some 
cousins."132 Once again the revenge seems to  pacify the sin ger 's  fe e lin g s  
o f  hurt pride, but one wonders i f  h is  unfaithful woman i s  overly con­
cerned, and i f  she i s n ' t ,  then perhaps more drastic  measures must be 
taken.
More drastic  measures usually come in  the form of weapons, many o f  
which are used in  moments o f uncontrollable rage. I t  has been mentioned 
e a r lie r  that Negro crime i s  a r e su lt  o f an undeveloped respect for  l i f e  
and law, and that the penalty for  a Negro who.murders another Negro i s  
often  in s ig n ifica n t, as the crime i s  sometimes considered a minor o ffen se ,
7
The threat of physical v io lence, as a resu lt o f in f id e lity ,  i s  not 
always something which happens without warning. Of the songs thus far  
discussed, none as yet has dealt with actual v io len ce. In most cases we 
f in d  the blues singer pleading for a return to  normality although, th is  i s  
often  accompanied by an ominous tone of warning. Threats to  leave the 
partner and to  indulge in  id le  s e lf -p ity  are frequent in  the blues song, 
but most o f the time th is  method i s  used to  no a v a il .  The warning th at a 
' happy home may be broken up sounds in e ffe c tiv e , e sp ec ia lly  when we d is -
O lsh ir le y , p. 264.
132ibid., p. 295*
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cover that the singer has already used th is  threat before. The suggestion
that something more pronounced may happen Is  seldom taken seriou sly , and
Sam Hopkins' threat that the "devil i s  watchin' you" w il l  probably be
ignored just as a l l  the e a r lie r  warnings were.
Sometimes the boast o f  finding a. new partner may be e ffe c t iv e ,
but as blues singer Virginia Liston has implied, i t  i s  only a la s t
attempt to  invoke fee lin g s  of jealousy on the part of the one committing
the in f id e l i ty .  Perhaps Lhe g u ilty  one w il l  return when he finds th at h is
woman has a new man, but more often th is  seems to  be ju st what Miss
Liston claims i t  i s ,  a laughter "just to  keep from cry'n."
Since most o f these threats may prove feeb le , stronger methods are
now in  order. Sometimes, as in  the following song, the singer may be
troubled by the possib le  consequences of a rash deed:
<»
I t ' s  four o'clock in  the morning, and I  can't c lose  my eyes,
I t ' s  four o'clock in  the morning, and I  can't c lose my eyes,
I  can't find  ray woman, I  can't be sa t is f ie d .
I can't find  her hat and c lo th es, I  wonder where they could
be.
I  can't find  her hat and c lo th es, I  wonder where they could
be.
I  can't sleep  for the e v il  thoughts that come over me.'3 3
In the fear that he may be forced to  go beyond id le  warnings, the singer
becomes far  more blunt than before. K. C. Douglas goes so far  as to
threaten death:
I  worked la s t  week and the week before,
And here I  come runnin' with a l l  my dough,
You got a good thing now,
You got a good thing now,
Why don't you use your head.
And don't l e t  'em fin d  you dead.
3^3Qharters , p. 45*
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Looky here mama, what you try in ' to  do?
You're try in ' to  qu it me baby, and I been good to  you.
You got a good thing now.
You got a good thing now,
Why don't you use your head.
And don't l e t  'em fin d  you dead.
Marrjr me mama, t e l l  you what I ' l l  do,
[ i ' l l ]  rob and s te a l and bring i t  home to  you.
You got a good thing now,
You got a good thing now.
Why don't you use your head,
And don't l e t  'em fin d  you dead.
Looky here mama, where you stay la s t  night?
Your hair a l l  down, your clothes a in 't  f i t t i n '  you r igh t.
You got a good thing now,
You got a good thing now.
Why don't you use your head, .
And don't l e t  'em fin d  you dead.'3^”
Big Joe Williams sings a. blues song that contains a rather obvious
sexual double-entendre, and only a s l ig h t ly  le s s  obvious threat:
Peach ordhard mama, you swore no-one's goin' [tc] use your
; peaches but me,
Peach orchard mama, you swore no-one's goin' [to] use your
peaches but me,
I f  you want me to  work in  your orchard, then keep your
orchard fr e e .
You got me to  the place, I  hate to  see that evenin' sun go
down.
You got me to  the place, I  hate to  see that evenin' sun go
down,
Well, get up in  the mornin', Hoo, well-, peach orchard mama,
sh e's on my mind.
Got a man to  buy your g ro c 'r ies , and another gentleman to
pay your rent.
She's got a man to  buy her g ro c'r ies , and another man to
pay her rent.
Well, you got me workin' in  your orchard, Hoo, while I'm
bringin' you ev'ry cent.
^^Douglas, "You Got a Good Thing Now," transcribed from a recording 
(P restige 1023).
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Sometimes she make me happy, and. again she makes me cry.
Sometimes she make me happy, and again she makes me cry.
I f  ever again I  get a peach orchard mama, Hoo, w ell, then
I  wish that she would d ie . 35
The la s t  l in e  of th is  song contains a combination o f wish and threat,
but in  "Pinetop1s Blues," by way o f contrast, we fin d  that the wishes
and implied warnings are gone, and only the threat remains:
Now my woman's got a heart l ik e  a rock cast down in  the sea .
Now my woman's got a heart l ik e  a rock cast down in  the sea.
She thinks she can love ev'rybody and m istreat poor me.
Clarence (Pinetop) Smith, however, has a so lu tion  to  th is  problem:
I'm gonna buy myself a graveyard of my own,
I'm gonna buy myself a graveyard of my own.
I'm gonna bury that woman i f  she don't leave me alone.
Smith, a lso  finds that alcohol can sometimes make one forget, as w ell as
f o r t i f y  one's nerves for a deed th at may la te r  be regreted:
I  can't use no woman i f  she can't help me lo se  the blues,
I  can't use no woman i f  she can't help me lo se  the b lues,
Goin' down on State S treet just to  buy me a gallon o f booze.*3°
I t  i s  iron ic  that Pinetop Smith was him self the victim  o f a dance h a ll
shooting, but the " . . .  accounts vary; some say he was an unfortunate
onlooker, others that he was involved in  a dispute about a g ir l ."
Clarence W illiams, in  "West End Blues," shows that the use o f
alcohol can indeed bu ild  one's courage to  the point where physical
v io lence may very w ell be possib le:
I  got the blues from my head to  my shoes,
I'm blue today,
135Shirley, pp. 115-116.
136 ib id ., pp. 231- 232.
137Rex Harris, The Story of Jazz (New York, 1955)» P» 170.
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I'v e  got a mean e v i l  f e e l in ' ,
My b e lly 's  f u l l  o f  gin .
I'm on my way to  the West End,
And th a t 's  where troubles w il l  begin.
My ga l, my pal, low down, mean houn'.
They're in  town, they're cu ttin ' i t  up.
Yes, they're runnin' 'round.
Soon I'm gonna take a walk and knock upon her door.
Now those fo lk s in  West End, 
fo lk s in  West End,
They're gonna see some shootin' l ik e  they never saw
before.
My gal and my best pal w il l  never cheat In West End
any more.
I  got the blues from my head to  my shoes,
Blue today, I 'v e  got a mean low-down feelin ';
I'm gonna hear bad news. ■
I'm on my way to  the West End to  lo se  those West End b l u e s . ^38
Perhaps, as Roosevelt Scott once sang, i t s  " . . . best for you to
keep s in g le , black g a l, when you walks l ik e  a whore."139 i f  the woman
cannot "keep s in g le ," then v io lence may be the only answer. Clarence
Williams has already mentioned that "shootin'" i s  a p ossib le  so lu tion ,
but there are many other types of possib le  v io lence, besides shooting,
with which the blues songs are sometimes concerned. One o f  these i s  the
use of the black a r ts , or "voodoo," sometimes known among the Negroes
as "hoodoo."^  This invariably takes the form o f a s p e l l ,  curse, or
enchantment, and supposedly has the power, i f  strong enough, to  k i l l .
The "hoodoo hand," which Arthur Crudup sings of in  "Hoodoo Lady Blues,"
i s  sometimes a small bag of various "preparations" used to  exert force
^ S h ir le y ,  PP* 258-259*
^39oiiver, Blues F e l l , p. 1 |6 .
^ I b id ., p. 138, and Myrdal, p. 965.
7**
over another person.
B elieve I ' l l  drop down in  Louisiana Just to  see a dear
o ld  friend  o f mine,
B elieve I ' l l  drop down in  Louisiana just to  see a dear
old  friend  o f mine.
You know maybe she can help me 'bout my hard, hard tim e.
You know they t e l l  me in  Louisiana there i s  hoodoos a l l
over there,
You know they t e l l  me in  Louisiana there i s  hoodoos a l l
over there,
You know t h e y ' l l  do anything fo r  th e ir  money, murder
anyone I  declare*
Now Miss Hoodoo Lady, please give me a hoodoo hand,
Now Miss Hoodoo Lady, please give me a hoodoo hand,
I  want to  hoodoo th is  woman o f mine, I  b elieve  sh e's
got another man.-1-4’*
John H. Rohrer and Munro S. Edmonson, in  a study of the p erso n a litie s  
of New Orleans Negroes, found that a preoccupation with violence was 
dominant in  the mind o f a young g ir l  named Florence, fo r  whom " • • • 
voodoo deaths and poisonings, and fears of sexual attack ,"  were part o f  
her very ex isten ce . To one interview er she to ld  o f the d i f f ic u lt ie s  o f  
sleep ing because she had numerous dreams about cuttings and sla sh in gs. 
"Her ta lk ,"  according to  one of the authors, "was rep le te  with descrip­
t io n s  o f  the vio lence around her." Florence t e l l s  o f  her father coming
home and strik ing  her mother with a hatchet. Her mother immediately re­
ta l ia te s  by h ittin g  the father with a hammer, thus taking both o f them to
the h o sp ita l. The authors t e l l  us that Florence " • . • made frequent 
reference to  voodoo, mysterious poisonings, and decapitations.
Florence, although mentally disturbed, l iv e s  in  a world th at i s  only
^ I b id .
John H. Rohrer and Munro S. Edmonson, ed .. The Eighth Generation 
Grows Up (New York, I960), p. 139.
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too  rea l for  a large number o f Negroes ra ised  under sim ilar circum­
stan ces. The various types o f  v io lence she mentions are often  re ­
ferred to, in  the blues songs, even i f  they are seldom d ir ec tly  dealt;- 
w ith ,.an d  i t  was under conditions o f v io lence that the great M ississ­
ip p i Delta singer Robert Johnson was murdered. Johnson died o f  
poisoning administered by an unknown person, perhaps n • . . one o f  
the g ir ls  he mentions in  a blues refra in . " ^ 3
Robert Johnson made only a small number o f  recordings before he 
was murdered, but one of the b est o f  these songs d ea lt with the threat 
o f  v io lence caused by in f id e l i t y .  The device favored by Johnson i s  a 
• 3 2-.20  revolver, a gun that seems to  be a very " . . .  accurate and 
equally  deadly weapon in  c lo se  quarters. "I**** Johnson singst
I  sen t fo r  my baby, man, and she d on 't come,
I  sent for  my baby, man, and she don't c o m e ,
A ll  th e  d octors in  Hot Springs sure c a n 't  h e lp  her
none.
And i f  she gets unruly, \andj thinks she don't wanta
do.
I f  she g e t s  un ru ly , [andj th in k s  she d o n 't wanta do,
[ i ' i 9  take my *32-.20  and cut her h a lf in  -two.
She got a .3 8  sp ec ia l, but I  b elieve  i t s  most too l ig h t ,
She got a .38  sp e c ia l, but I  b elieve  i t s  most too l ig h t ,
I  got a . 32- .2 0  got to  make the chance a l l  r ig h t .
I  s e n t  f o r  my baby and she d o n 't  come,
I  sent for  my baby and she don't come,
I'm goin' to  shoot my p is to l ,  goin' to  shoot my ga l
and gone.
You made me lo v e  you, now your man done gone.
I^Frank Driggs, quoted from record album notes (Columbia 
CL 165*0.
1 ^ O liv er , Bl^  F e l l , p . 201.
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Ah baby, where did you stay  la s t  night?
Ah baby, where did you stay  l a s t  night?
You got your hair a l l  tangled and you a in ’t  ta lk in '
right*
Well a .38  sp ec ia l boys, i t  do "very w e ll.
Well a .38  sp ec ia l boys, i t  do very w e ll,
I  got a *32-.20 and i t  [incoherentJ.
I  sent for my baby and she don’t  come,
I  sent for  my baby and she don't come.
Well, a l l  the doctors in  WisconsinC?) sure can’t
help her none.
Hey, hey, baby, where did you stay  la s t  night?
Hey, hey, baby, where did you stay  la s t  night?
You d id n 't come home ' t i l l  the sun was shining b r igh t.
Ah boys, I  ju st can 't take my r e s t ,
Ah boys, I  ju st can 't take my r e s t ,
With th is  . 32- .2 0  la y in ' up and down my b reast.
I t  i s  iro n ic  th at Johnson, l ik e  Pinetop Smith, was k i l le d  in  a v io le n t
manner.
a
Big Maceo (Major Merriweather) packs a . 32- .2 0 , and uses i t  to
invoke the fear  o f  violences
I  walked a l l  night long with my .32 -.20  in  ray hand,
I  walked a l l  night long with my . 32- .2 0  in  ray hand,
Lookin' fo r  my woman, w ell I  found her with another
man.
When I  found th at woman, they were walkin' hand in
hand,
When I  found th at woman, they were walkin' hand in
hand,
Well she d idn't surprise me when I  found her with
another man.
She sta rted  screamin' "murder," and I  had never ra ised
ray hand,
She sta rted  screamin' "murder," and I  had never ra ised
ray hand,
Now she, knowed I  had them covered, 'cause I  had the
s tu f f  r igh t there in  my hand.
^% obert Johnson, " .32-.20  Blues," transcribed from a record­
ing (Columbia CL 165*0.
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I  a in ' t  no b u lly  and I  a in ' t  the baddest man in  town,
I  a in ' t  no b u lly  and I  a in 't  the baddest man in  town,
When I  catch a man with my woman, I  u sually  tea r  b is
playhouse down.
Sometimes the v io le n t anger comes a t such speed th at coherent
thinking i s  v ir tu a lly  impossible* Jimmy Gordon t e l l s  us that:
I  looked out o f my window, ju st 'bout the break o f day,
I  looked out o f my window, ju st 'bout the break o f  day.
Just in  time to  see another man taking my b est gal
An' I  looked fo r  my p is to l ,  but I  found I  had the
sa fe ter  on.
An' I  looked fo r  my p is to l ,  but I  found I  had the
sa fe ter  on.
But before I  could shoot i t ,  th at m
The numerous references to  guns in* the blues songs would ind icate  
th a t t h i s  i s  perhaps the most popular weapon among the more v io le n t o f  
the lower c la ss  Negroes* Samuel Charters w rites th at one Of the " • .  • 
blues known by every sin ger i s  some variation  o f  the o ld  'Forty-Four 
B lu e s ,' named for  the .4 4  ca lib er  revolver that the man i s  carrying with  
him ."^^ The ca lib er  o f  the weapon, however, changed a s sm aller rev o l-   ^
vers became more popular. Charters w rites that during " . . .  the 1920's  
i t  was a or a .45 revolver, in  the 193013 i t  had become a . 38 , a . 32 , 
or a . 32- .2 0 , and by the 1950's i t  was a .25 or a ,22"J^9 Memphis W illie  
B ., according to  Charters, sang the "P. 38 B lues," named a fte r  a German
away.
1i^ B ig Maceo, "Maceo's . 32- .2 0 ,"  transcribed from a recording (Folk­
ways, Vol. I I ,  RBF 9 ).
Charters, p. 45* 
^ ^ Ib id ., p . 46*
1 ^ O liv e r , Blues F e l l , p. 201.
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revolver he had brought back as a veteran o f World War I I . 150
Sometimes the theme o f  in f id e l i ty ,  and the use o f a gun to  remedy 
th e  situ a tio n , i s  treated  humorously. Such i s  the case in  Leroy Carr's 
"My Woman's Gone Wrong," which uses a .45  wielded by the woman:
Now I  woke up th is  morning, my woman was standing over
me.
Now I  woke up th is  morning, my woman was standing over
me.
She had a big .45 . and she was mad as she could be.
Now I  prayed to  my baby, and to  the Lord above.
Now I  prayed to  my baby, and to  the Lord above.
Now I  sa id , "Honey, please don't shoot me—you're the
only one I  love."
She seen me with a woman, standin' a t her front gate.
She seen me with a woman, standin' a t her front gate.
Now I  tr ie d  my best to  dodge her, but I  ’.a s  ju st a
l i t t l e  too la t e .
Now honey, p lease, p lease , p lease , don't take my l i f e .
Now honey, p lease, p lease , p lease, don't.take my l i f e ,
k 'Cause you got me a l l  wrong baby, honey, that was an­
other man's w ife i151
Carr uses the la s t  l in e  o f  th is  blues song for  a humorous "punch-line"
ending, but in  another song, "Blues Before Sunrise," we fin d  Carr
using the la s t  l in e  with a stark seriou sness. I t  i s  th is  stark
seriousness which d isso lv es  the s e l f -p i ty  found in  the f i r s t  part o f
the song.
I  had the b lues before sunrise, with tears standin' in  my
eyes,
I  had the b lues before sunrise, with tears standin' in  my
eyes.
I t ' s  such a m is'rable fe e lin g , a fe e l in '  that I  f e e l
despised .*
^ C a r r , "My Woman's Gone Wrong," transcribed from a recording 
(Columbia CL 1799).
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Seems l i k e  ev 'rb od y , ev 'rb o d y 's  down on me.
Seems l i k e  ev 'rb od y , e v 'rb o d y 's  down on me,
I'm  gonna cast my troubles down in  the deep blue
S@& •
Today has been a lo n g , lonesom e day.
Today has been a lo n g , lonesom e day,
I 'v e  been s i t t i n '  here th in k in ' w ith  my mind a.
m il l io n  m ile s  away.
Blues sta r t to  r o l l  in , and stop a t my front door,
B lues s t a r t  t o  r o l l  in ,  and sto p  a t  my fr o n t door,
I'm gonna change my way o f  l iv in g , a in ' t  gonna
worry no more.
Now I  lo v e  my baby, but my baby w on't behave.
Now I  lo v e  my baby, but my baby w on't behave.
I'm  gonna buy me a sh a rp -sh o o tin ' p i s t o l ,  and put
her in  her g r a v e .*52
James Wiggins, who prefers a .44  ca liber  weapon, sings o f the
moment before the f i r s t  shot i s  f ir e d , and the song leaves the l is te n e r
with a fe e lin g  o f  the in te n s ity  and anxiety o f the s itu a tio n . Wiggins
(k
sang*
I  walked a l l  n ight long, with my .44  in  my hand,
I  walked a l l  n ight long, with my .44  in  my hand,
Looking fo r  njy woman, looking fo r  her other man.
I  was gone so lo n g , running from s to r e  to  s to r e ,
I  was gone so lo n g , running from s to r e  to  s to r e ,
When I  fin d  my woman she won't run no more.
When I  found th at woman they was walking hand in  hand,
When I  found th at woman they was walking hand in  hand.
You know she did surprise me when I  found her with
another man.
She s ta r te d  scream ing b e fo re  I  even r a is e d  my hand,
She s ta r te d  scream ing b e fo re  I  even r a is e d  my hand.
She saw I  was carrying my .44  in  my hand.  ^53
152sh ir ley , pp. 174-175 
153charters, p. 46.
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One o f  th e  most famous o f  th e  b lu e s  songs i s  "See See R id e r ," 
a number which has e n d le ss  v a r ia t io n s , and seem in g ly  co u n tle ss  explana­
t io n s  o f  th e  meaning o f  "See See" in  th e  t i t l e *  T h is song, a ls o  known 
a s  "C* C. R ider,"  has been recorded by numerous s in g e r s  in  a  number o f
d if f e r e n t  s t y l e s ,  but one o f  th e  f i r s t  v e r s io n s  was th a t  o f  th e  famous
Gertrude R ainey, b e t t e r  known a s  Ma R ainey. I t  i s  in te r e s t in g  t o  n ote  
th e  t y p ic a l  ev id en ce o f  i n f i d e l i t y  a s  found in  th e  l a s t  s ta n za , t h i s  
t im e , however, from th e  woman's p o in t o f  v iew . The "cannon b a ll"  men­
t io n e d  in  th e  l y r i c s  i s  th e  Negro re feren ce  to  a t r a in ,  and th e  term  
"Rider" h as, f o r  th e  Negro b lu es  s in g e r , a sex u a l dou b le-en tend re.
See See R id er, See what you have done,
Law'd, Law'd, Law'd, Made me lo v e 'y o u ,
Now your g a l has come,
You made me lo v e  you,
Now your gal., has come*
' *
I'm g o in ' away baby,
I  w on't be back ' t i l  F a l l ,
Law'd, Law'd, Law'd, Goin' away baby,
Won't be back ' t i l  F a l l ,
I f  I  f in d  me a good man,
Won't be back a t  a l l .
I'm gonna buy me a p i s t o l ,
J u st a s  lon g  as  I  am t a l l ,
Law'd, Law'd, Law'd, Shoot my man, and catch  a
cannon b a l l ,
I f  he w on't have me,
He w on't have no g a l a t  a l l .
See See R ider, Where d id  you s ta y  l a s t  n igh t?
Law'd, Law'd, Law'd, Your sh oes a i n ' t  buttoned ,
Your c lo th e s  d o n 't  f i t  you r ig h t ,
You d id n 't  come home ' t i l  th e  sun was sh in in g
b id g h t .1^
Guns are  probably th e  most popular weapons used  t o  e lim in a te  th e
1 ^ S h ir le y , pp. 109-110.
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problem o f  In fid elity*  but various objects that can cut and slash  are
a lso  found to  be e ffec tiv e*  Certainly Merline Johnson found them ho:
I 'v e  got a two-by-four, and i t  just f i t s  my hand,
I'v e  got a two-by-four, and i t  just f i t s  my hand.
I'm goin' ta  stop a l l  you women from runnin' around
with my man.
I  don't want to  hurt th at man, just goin' to  k i l l
him dead,
I  don't want to  hurt th a t man, just goin' to  k i l l
him dead.
I ' l l  knock him to  h is  knees, go back to  the man I
once have had.
When I  leave home, your other woman i s  knockin' on
my door,
When I  leave home, your other woman i s  knockin' on
my door,
I'm going to  stop so much ta lk in ' and ra ise  heck
with my two-by-four. ^55
The "two-by-four," we are informed by Paul O liver, i s  a long double- 
bladed clasp  kn ife, the longer versions o f which are known as "chibs." 
O liver goes on to  l i s t  razors, cottonhooks, cleavers, knives o f  cane- 
cu tters, and ice-p ick s as some o f  the varied weapons favored by certain  
elements o f the Negro p o p u l a t i o n . B l u e s  singers Charlie Jordan and 
Sonny Boy Williamson were s la in  by just such weapons as th ese .
William Bunch, b etter  known as P eetie Wheatstraw, sang o f a quick­
tempered murder caused by h is  own in f id e li t ie s :
When the sun was shining I  did not stay,
I  went to  the beer tavern, I  throwed a l l  my money
away,
I  went to  the beer tavern, ma baby t o l '  me not to  go.
Cone back home, ma d o ' s  was thrown outdoors.
*55oiiver. Blues F e l l , p. 193* 
^ I b i d . ,  pp. 193-19^.
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I  took a gal to  the beer tavern, th ings was lookin' hot,
But ma o le  lady took her pocket knife and cut out ma.
baby's h e a r t.'57
The end r esu lt  o f a murder which has been caused by in f id e l i t y
can sometimes be prison, e sp ec ia lly  i f  the one who committed the deed
i s  without le g a l counsel, or in flu e n tia l white fr ien d s. I f  the judge
happens to  f e e l  th at a crime against another Negro i s  not a ven ia l
o ffen se , as we have seen many o f them do, then the murderer stands a
good chance of being sent to  prison with a much heavier f in e  than that
"commonly meted out to  a ch ick en -th ief. n Roosevelt Sykes sings a blues
song that r e f le c ts  th is  s itu a tion , and h is  use of several layers o f
meaning i s  surprisingly s k i l l f u l .  In the song, the number o f  h is
prison c e l l  becomes, in  a strange kaleidoscopically  sh iftin g  metaphor,
the number o f a tra in , and the w histle  o f  the train  becomes the shot
from h is .44  gun.
Lord, I  walked a l l  night long with my .44  in  ma hand.
Lord, I  walked a l l  night long with my .44  in  ma hand,
I  was lookin' fo r  my woman an' I  found her with another
man.
I  wore my .44  so long, Lord, i t  made my shoulder sore,
I  wore my .44  so long, Lord, i t  made my shoulder sore.
After I  do what I  want to  a in 't  goin' to  wear my .44
no more.
Lord, in  ma baby's face she heard that .44  w histle  blow,
Lord, in  ma baby's face she heard that .44 w histle  blow,
Well, i t  sounds just l ik e  a in 't  gonna blow that w h istle
no more.
Lord, I  got a l i t t l e  cabin, on my cabin i s  Number 44,
Lord, I  got a l i t t l e  cabin, on ray cabin i s  Number 44,
When I  wake up every morning the wolves scratches on my
door.1™
157Ib id ., pp. 169-170 
158Ib id ., pp. 219-220
The w olves scra tch in g  a t  h i s  door cou ld  be in te r p r e te d  l i t e r a l l y  a s  th e
p r iso n  guards, or  a b s tr a c t ly  a s  th e  m isery  brought upon th e  s in g e r  fo r
h i s  "moment's anger,"  when i t  was "not in h ib it e d  by a developed r e sp e c t
fo r  l i f e  and law ,"  I n f id e l i t y ,  th e  s in g er  f in d s , b r in g s anger, which In
tu rn  b r in g s quick revenge and long s u f fe r in g .
The theme o f  i n f i d e l i t y  fo llo w s  a c y c le  which seems t o  be broken
o n ly  by th e  o cca s io n a l a c t s  o f  v io le n c e .  In  a c t u a l i t y ,  th e  v io le n c e
found in  R oosevelt Sykes' song i s  in freq u en t, i f  one compares i t  t o  th e
number o f  ly r i c s  th a t  con ta in  th r e a ts ,  most o f  which a re  not ca rr ie d  o u t .
But whether or  not any a c t io n  has been taken i s  not th e  p o in t , fo r  th e
f a c t  rem ains th a t  th e  th r e a ts  have been made. But th e  urge t o  commit an
a c t  o f  i n f i d e l i t y  w i l l  con tin u e , r eg a rd le ss  o f  th r e a ts ,  w arnings, and
p le a d in g s . Only in  a  few in s ta n c e s  can i t  be stopp ed . Perhaps th e  v ic tim
%
w i l l  le a r n  t o  "love and th r iU il"  o r  perhaps r ev e r t t o  th e  v io le n c e  which  
he c o n sta n tly  th r e a te n s .
PART I I I :  CONCLUSION
At. the beginning of this study it was stated that a knowledge of 
the theme of infidelity, as it is found in the blues song, adds something 
to our understanding of the American Negro. The feeling of many whites, 
as was seen with Ray Stanr.ard Baker’s "fine type of old gentlefolk,'" is 
that the Negro has low morals»'L^  Another typical reaction is that the 
Negro is naturally inclined to crime. Both of these beliefs have been 
refuted, for we have seen that the beginning of Negro "immorality" was 
firmly rooted in the attitudes of the white slave holders, who, as Mr. 
Myrdal has told us, did not care about the marital status of their slaves.
1 ff)
In fact, many of them attempted to discourage close ties." Like the 
"low morals" of the Negroes, the higher crime rate has an equally strong 
foundation in white indifference. It is hard to foster any kind of re­
gard for law and order when a large group of people, due to poverty and 
dislocation, have lost all sense of self-respect. "This does not mean," 
to quote Mr. Wharton again, "that the great mass of the Negroes were en­
tirely without self-respect, or we--e habitual law-breakers. But it did
T Almesa that large numbers of them were." Although Mr. Wharton refers to 
the Negro in Mississippi between 1365 and 1390, his findings are certainly 
not limited to this specific period. Gunnar Myrdal pointed out that pov­
erty, ignorance of the lav/, crowded living conditions in big^  cities, and
>;7See p. 16 above.
160See pp. 12-13 above, 
o. 1.6 above.
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the lack of influential friends, have all been contributing factors to 
increasing Negro ci'iine rates.'*'^
What many -whites fail to take into consideration is the long period 
of time in which the Negro i-emained outside of white society. The Negro 
came from a society which, according to Mr. Lomax, placed a high value on 
"erotic and aggressive behavior," and which the white slaveholders did 
little to c h a n g e . " O u r  pioneer folk censor" had little effect on the 
Negro, and if the Negro was restricted in his ability to move freely, he 
certainly was not restricted in his ability to create songs and dances.
It was this factor that gave rise to an American Negro culture, of which 
the blues songs are a sti-ong part.
A study of Negro culture, in the present case, the blues song, is 
useful for a better understanding of Negro problems. It Is strange that 
so much note is taken of a Negro concert pianist, a Negro opera star, or 
the appearance of a Negro in Othello» and yet relatively little attention 
is given by the general public to those who perform within, a heavily-ori­
ented Negro idiom. It is true that much study has been done on the Negro
spirituals, but the spirituals, unlike the blues songs, were probably de­
veloped by Negroes who lived in close approximation to religious planta­
tion owners. The spirituals, therefore, represent what could be termed 
as the "acceptable" way of becoming part of the white world. The unac­
ceptable method is to create within the sphere of Negro culture. Nothing
•io~Sec pp. LA and 17 above.
^°3see p. 6 above.
could belong more strongly to the realm of Negro culture than the blues 
songs, but the blues songs are ignored by most scholars, for they express 
a behavior that is, outwardly at least, alien to the white world.
There is much in the blues songs to alienate the white American, and 
much also to emb” ■-.'ass the growing number of middle and upper class Negroes, 
many of whom no logger wish to be associated with the more "primitive" ele­
ments of their race. We have seen that there are few songs which express 
the happiness of marital bliss, the raising of children, or the pleasures 
of domestic home life. First love, a common subject of popular song, is 
virtually unknown, among the blues singers. Overly sentimental lyrics are 
often buried by the singer’s abilities to express the harsh realities of a 
disrupted existence. The very earthiness of the blues lyrics, with their 
references to "riders," "rootin’ ground hogs," "backdoor" men, "elevatin’" 
women, "wrigglers," "pimps," "whores," and "hoodoo women," is alien to 
white society. The use of the double-entendre for sexual connotations has 
only furthered the remoteness of the blues songs from the scholars of Negro 
culture, and has perhaps given rise to the idea that the songs are evidence 
of the "low morals" of the Negroes. The blues songs would undoubtedly be 
considered obscene by a number of white listeners, but they are obscene 
only in the sense that they derive from a culture foreign to most white
Americans.
/
/ The Negro blues singer is fond of using such double-entendre terms as 
the "mule," who kicks ii. vhe wrong "stall," "the old red hen," who has a 
"little fun" in the barn, and the "perches," that are caught by the wrong
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person. We are given such esoteric symbols as "cat fish" and "black 
snakes" that are sexually appetising, "vines" that are tramped on by the 
wrong party, "cabbage sprouts," '"tatoes" that are "bruised," "trains" 
that are "runnin1" on the same track, "bull cows," and "heifers." There 
are men who are dedicated to 1 carry in* your coal," and becoming "rabbits"" 
that can "dodge a dog at night." There are "pretty flowers" that need to 
be "watered" and protected from "chickens." There are Negroes who will 
"cook on a new range," "sail" like a "honey bee," or "work" in a "peach 
orchard." Some are fortunate enough to escape by catching a "cannon-ball," 
while others, less fortunate, are reduced to hearing the "wolves" scratching 
at their "door."
The Negro makes use of a double-entendre that is almost entirely free 
from the inhibitions that curb much American folk verse and popular song.
Once again, we see how little effect "our pioneer folk censor" had on the 
Negro. But it is much more than the Negro’s use of indelicate double-en­
tendres which alienates him from general society. It is his outlook as a 
whole that becomes quite bizarre when compared to the rest of American 
society. We have seen how F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby culmi­
nates in an act of violence, but violence, or at least implied violence, 
permeates much of Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem. ^ This is also true of 
the blues songs of infidelity, for although the actual violence is small, 
the ominous tone of implied violence is not. If these songs are accepted 
as valid indications of Negro thinking, we will discover an uninhibited 
outlook toward violence that only furthers the Negro’s alienation from 
general society.
1 U
See p . 15 ab ove.
88
Seldom, if ever, do we hear the white American calmly discuss leaving 
his family and "going back down South." Nor do we hear many white Amer­
icans openly ask "where did you stay last night?" It is doubtful if much 
American popular or folk song discusses "unregular meals," and "unclean" 
houses. Along with the white American’s concern for "unending tremulous
affection," as Mr. Charters stated, comes the Negro’s concern that his
165woman will "swear she’s almost dead" when "lovin'" is mentioned. The
white American is never forced into moving to the "outskirts of town," or 
to peering "over the transom." If he is, he never permits the subject to 
enter the mainstream of his song.
These have been some of the factors that go into making the blues 
songs important as a source of study. We are primarily concerned here with 
a sociological problem that is expressed through a folk poetry, a. folk 
poetry that is quite unique in its use of the double-entendre, uninhibited 
language, and lack of hypocrisy. The blues verse offers a frankness that 
is seldom found in other types of song.
Infidelity is a common experience among the lower economic groups 
of the An.orican Negro, and the evidence indicates that it is not due to 
my inborn sense of lust and crime, but to the almost utter lack of sta­
bility in family life. Incentive means little to the Negro when every­
thing is often denied him, and he is still considered by the "controlling 
thought of the community" as a "nigger."1^  What most whites fail to
See p. 11 above.
■^^See p. 16 above.
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take into consideration is the long tradition of infidelity with which 
a large segment of the Negro population has been involved.
Infidelity is not a "mandate to license," as Davis and nnllard have 
assured us, but it is a way of life that is hard to break, regardless of 
slum clearance and better job opportunities. Only when the Negro is
allowed to assimilate himself into white society will the blues songs of 
infidelity change, as indeed some are in the process of doing even now.
The blues singers are becoming increasingly rare as the more "ac­
ceptable" .fragments of the blues songs blend, and become lost, in the 
mainstream of American mass media music. Perhaps there will be a day in 
the not too distant future when the authentic blues performers will be 
only a vague memory among the older Negroes, but this does not mean that 
the blues songs must, at the present time, lie dormant, with interest 
shown only by a select group of white collectors and enthusiasts. The 
blues lyrics are perhaps an indication of the attitudes of a large group 
of economically deprived Negroes, and as such, should not be completely 
ignored. It is auite possible that one of the best ways to understand 
this group Is to study their folk literature. The blues songs are an in­
teresting pare of American folk literature, but they exist in a culture 
in which they appear remote and alien, even to most scholars of Negro life.
^^See p. 13 above.
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